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Abstract 
The purpose of this thesis is to examine, through cultural studies, the works of Ken 
Kesey and establish that he is building upon certain long-standing mores and myths in 
American society and that, despite being popularly viewed as a countercultural icon, his 
works demonstrate that he is actually more of a traditionalist in terms of his views. He is a 
writer who believes individualism is both a right and a means to personal success and 
emotional well-being. As such, his works embody the kind of frontier mentality outlined by 
Frederick Jackson Turner and Richard Slotkin. These works promote the belief that 
American independence stems from characteristics that are necessarily forged when people 
leave the city for the frontier, characteristics such as pragmatism and self-sufficiency. 
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Introduction - Ken Kesey Reconsidered 
An often unfortunate irony of fame is that it obscures the talent responsible for it in 
the first place. Fame - lasting fame - usually relies on two factors that frequently manage to 
separate themselves from talent: image and name recognition. The concept of image is often 
reduced, as Raymond Williams states, to "a jargon term of commercial advertising and public 
relations" (158) and when it is filtered through the various media available, particularly in 
today's world of instant access and communication, it can distort one's perceptions rather 
than clarify them. The assertion can thus be made that such "commercial and manipulative 
processes of image" (158) alter our perceptions of people in many instances and often 
fracture and diminish the importance of their accomplishments. Alfred Hitchcock is probably 
the most famous example of a filmmaker who has become a brand name, but his dark and 
recurrent themes of obsession and voyeurism and his mastery at manipulating an audience 
through cinematic techniques are often pushed aside in favour of his persona. He is a famous 
silhouette who has acquired his own adjective (how many times has a film been referred to as 
Hitchcockian, merely on the basis of qualifying as an entry in the thriller/suspense genre?). 
He is hardly unique in this respect as many other famous people have had their abilities 
superseded by society's image of them. Elizabeth Taylor rose to fame early as an actress of 
great promise in National Velvet and subsequently proved herself to be a great talent in such 
Oscar-winning films as Butterfield 8 and Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? However, the 
public fascination with her numerous marital escapades often eclipsed these 
accomplishments. As well, an artist like Andy Warhol is known as much, if not more, for his 
unusual appearance and seemingly decadent lifestyle as he is for his art and films, despite the 
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fact that he rose through the ranks of the art world in New York precisely because of his 
talent. The world of literature, while often not as glamorous or as captivating to society or the 
general public because of its seeming resistance to the world of the ubiquitous celebrity, 
nonetheless has its share of authors who became known as much for their larger-than-life 
personas as they did for their works. Ken Kesey is a prime example of just such a writer. 
Ken Kesey is a unique literary figure who rose to prominence in the early 1960s with 
the arrival of his two most recognized works: One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest and 
Sometimes a Great Notion. Although these works strongly link him to the Pacific Northwest, 
he was in fact born in La Junta, Colorado on September 17,1935. His family, after a brief 
spell of rootlessness that commenced in 1941 (due in part to his father's military service), 
settled in Eugene, Oregon in 1946. Kesey received his B.A. from the University of Oregon in 
1957, and in 1958 he entered the creative writing program at Stanford. In 1960, he made a 
key decision that forever altered his life, both professionally and personally. He volunteered 
"to be a subject for government experiments with 'psychomimetic' drugs" (Leeds xi) at the 
Menlo Park Veterans' Hospital. His experiences as a 'guinea pig' were positive in that they 
convinced him of the necessity to pursue higher states of consciousness, and caused him to 
develop a long-term affinity with LSD. After these experiences, he "took a job as [an] aide at 
the hospital. The hospital work provided inspiration and material for" his first novel (Tanner 
15), which proved to be a resounding critical and commercial success. 
However, after the publication of the ambitious and multilayered Great Notion in 
1964, he essentially abandoned writing and instead turned all his attention and energies to 
fostering and accelerating the growing countercultural movement that was beginning to have 
an impact on the various strata of American society. Kesey became so enraptured with this 
movement that he began "talking about how writing was an old-fashioned and artificial form 
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and pointing out, for all who cared to look . . . the bus" (Wolfe 91). The bus in question was a 
multi-coloured 1939 International Harvester (Tanner 89) named 'Furthur.' He and various 
friends travelled in it across the United States, at first ostensibly "to visit the World's Fair 
and be in New York when Great Notion was published" (89) but also to "experiment as a 
group with drugs and make a movie of the experience as it happened" (89). Kesey and his 
mates referred to themselves as the Merry Pranksters. Their quest for transcendental states of 
mind gave spiritual and hipster connotations to the phrases 'on the bus' and 'off the bus.' 
You either 'got' the Pranksters and their lifestyle or you did not; if you did you were 'on the 
bus'. Kesey became the unofficial ringleader of this group and movement, a figure as 
boisterous, pragmatic, and individualistic as the characters of his novels. He became a kind of 
"lightning rod" (89) to the 60s generation of youth, altering the culture through his 
introduction of Acid Tests, which promoted the use of LSD to achieve what he felt were 
mind-altering and limitless states of being. The impact of these tests had reverberations 
throughout society as they "were one of those outrages, one of those scandals, that create a 
new style or a new world view" (Wolfe 223). They were the impetus for what became 
"[m]ixed media" (223) entertainment: a "combination of light and movie projections, strobes, 
tapes, rock 'n' roll, black light" (223) and were also the cornerstone characteristics of the 
developing psychedelic movement. 
It is hard to imagine a psychedelic movement without Ken Kesey and his Pranksters. 
They and their Acid Tests turned that era into a world of "psychedelic poster art, the quasi-
art nouveau swirls of lettering, design and vibrating colors, electro-pastels and spectral Day-
Glo" (224). As a result, Kesey has become inextricably linked to hippies, drugs, garish 
clothing, and that aforementioned old bus, his name reverberating about these images with a 
primacy that frequently dilutes his achievements as an author. In considering some of the 
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obituaries afforded him upon his death on November 10,2001, one becomes strikingly aware 
of the lack of serious attention paid to his works. Peter Guttridge, writing for The 
Independent (London), mentions Cuckoo's Nest in the first paragraph of his obituary (1) but 
devotes most of his time to describing Kesey's other activities. When he does finally get 
around to mentioning Great Notion he quickly dismisses it, referring to it as "an ambitious 
though surprisingly orthodox family saga" (1). John Leland, writing for The New York Times, 
fails to mention any of Kesey's works at all and instead focuses on Kesey's drug use as a 
way of linking it to the current uses of LSD in American society. Christopher Lehmann-
Haupt, also writing for the Times (and whose article appeared before Leland's, perhaps 
giving some reason as to why Leland myopically chose to ignore Kesey's novels), gives 
roughly equal time to Kesey's literary and non-literary activities, this equality evidenced in 
the title of the obituary, "Ken Kesey, Author of 'Cuckoo's Nest,' Who Defined the 
Psychedelic Era, Dies at 66." Perhaps the most heartening tribute, from a literary standpoint, 
came from The Los Angeles Times, in which Elaine Woo dedicates much of her article to a 
description of Kesey's output. Yet her title, "Ken Kesey, Novelist and '60's Icon, Dies," 
nonetheless illustrates, along with Lehmann-Haupt's title, that, at best, Kesey the writer can 
stand beside Kesey the Prankster, but will never eclipse the iconographic images that have 
come to represent the public's consciousness of who he was. These authors have perhaps 
focussed on Kesey's countercultural and 'drug fiend' image as much as, if not more than, his 
literary status, because the former is more sensational and thus, easier to package for casual 
newspaper readers. An in-depth literary study is not something that will likely captivate a 
reader's attention as much as a 'bad-boy' image and so it is avoided in favour of the latter. 
Such decisions reduce Kesey's ultimate achievements while simultaneously perpetuating the 
common, generalized image many people have of him. However, despite these assessments, 
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Cuckoo's Nest and Great Notion remain prime examples of great writing that will likely 
outlast Kesey's biography. 
This image of Kesey as a 60s archetype often crops up whenever that decade 
undergoes a visual interpretation and reassessment, or whenever the counterculture is the 
point of interest and examination. For example, the 1994 film version of Tom Robbins' Even 
Cowgirls Get the Blues features Kesey as Uma Thurman's father, his mere presence giving 
instant validity to director Gus Van Sant's attempt to re-create a "throwback to the blissed-
out sixties" (Ebert) and achieve a cinematic approximation of the novel's 'hippiness,' yet 
doing nothing to remind us of his literary background. As well, the film Across the Universe 
(Taymor 2007) provides another perfect example of how Kesey connects to our memories 
and or impressions of that time. Played by Bono, he is a trippy, "Pied Piper of the 
psychedelic era" (Lehmann-Haupt), leading open-minded youths across country on a painted 
bus called 'Beyond.' The name on the front of the bus may have been changed from 
'Furthur' but the moniker of'Weird Load' on the back is retained. Kesey is never mentioned 
by name as his character is instead named Dr. Robert, but the references to him could not be 
any clearer. The film, which was released in 2007, illustrates the continued awareness of 
Kesey's persona; unfortunately, it is superficially presented as a 60s stereotype of gaudy 
excess, but with no substance or depth behind the imagery. This has been Kesey's persistent 
image, with his works often overshadowed by his iconic cultural status. While unfortunate, 
the reasons as to why this disparity exists are not necessarily surprising. After Great Notion 
was published in 1964 he did not produce another full-length novel until Sailor Song in 1992, 
although a collection of short stories, entitled Demon Box, did appear in 1986. 
Because of this long gap between novels "it is difficult not to feel that Kesey took 
some wrong turns in his career, that promise went unfulfilled and talent was diverted from its 
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proper course" (Tanner 143). Of course, oftentimes a prolonged absence only serves to 
increase overall interest. While the public's interest is not necessarily a reliable index of 
worth, it frequently wants to know why someone famous and talented would choose to turn 
away from the spotlight, since it is assumed that the spotlight is not something that anyone 
would deliberately abandon. Interestingly, J.D. Salinger's lack of literary output has served to 
increase public interest in him. But whereas Salinger shunned not only publishing but also 
any sort of public or social gatherings, Kesey did not. He remained an extroverted, larger 
than life personality. Perhaps, if he had taken the Salinger route he would have - by default -
developed an elusive, mysterious persona. Public interest in him would have grown and 
critics would have studied his works at greater lengths, if only to seek hints that might 
account for why it was he became a recluse. But such assertions are purely speculative. What 
is certain is that Kesey himself was the one who torpedoed a great deal of scholarly interest 
in his writing through his unfortunately sporadic output, though he did contradict both this 
assertion and the common opinion that he had peaked with Great Notion in an interview with 
Bob Costas. He defended himself to Costas by saying "I have a large body of work, but it 
hasn't come through the media" (qtd. in Brown 208), but this statement seems a rather 
spurious defence, a way of obscuring the reality of the fact that his lifestyle led him astray 
"from the self-disciplined effort required for producing significant literature" (Tanner 143). 
Kesey himself gives credence to this latter argument through his, at times, rather offhand, and 
almost disdainful thoughts on the subject of writing. A passage in one of his own notebooks 
states: 
After two successful novels and ten times two successful fantasies I find myself 
wondering 'what to prove next? I've shown the buggers I can write, then shown 
them I can repeat and better the first showing, now what do I prove?' 
The answer seems to be 'prove nothing.' 
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'A clever challenge, Chaps, and one, I confess, that stirs the fight in me. Now 
anyone can crank out a nice compact commercial, slide it between covers and 
vend it as literature, but how many are there capable of advancing absolute 
proof of nothingV 
'Not many, no, not so very many.' 
'Then, by jingo,' slapping his thigh vigorously, 'let's do it!' 
(qtd. in Porter, Grit 101) 
Such an attitude reinforces the beliefs of those who feel that Kesey was a "failed writer, a 
once-promising casualty of the Sixties" (Brown 160), that and the fact that the literature that 
he has produced since Great Notion is of variable quality and certainly not of the same high 
level as his first two works. 
There are, however, other reasons as to why Kesey's work has long been undervalued 
and they have to do less with Kesey and more with the works themselves. Andrew Pepper's 
2005 article, "State Power Matters: Power, the State and Political Struggle in the Post-War 
American Novel" asserts that Kesey is, as a novelist, "concerned with the repressive 
potentiality of the US State in a way that contemporary novelists are not" (467). Given that 
Kesey, in his first two works, was writing during a socially repressive, Cold War period -
right after the McCarthy era and early into the Vietnam one - this lack of interest in him as a 
post-war novelist stems from certain contemporary literary critics' "rush to conceive power 
as networked or deterritorialized" (468). In Kesey's America, by comparison, there is no 
conception of a "meta-state whose sovereignty has been fatally undermined by globalizing 
forces" (468). Rather, it is the state itself that wields repressive powers, powers that are 
designed to keep its subjects in a state of docility. This repressive state system is notably 
evident in Cuckoo's Nest in which the protagonist McMurphy wages a battle of wills against 
the repressive regime of a state mental hospital, as represented by the ward matron, Nurse 
Ratched. The novel is "in a sense a product of its time, the anti-authoritarian and iconoclastic 
sixties, celebrating the rebellion of an individual against the system" (Semino and 
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Swindelhurst 149). The idea that Kesey's two major works are in some sense dated is also 
evident to many when examining Kesey's attitudes towards race and women. Kesey has been 
"portrayed by many as a misogynist and a racist, a reputation that he has still not fully lived 
down" (Rick). Julian Moynahan, in writing about Cuckoo's Nest, called the novel "a very 
beautiful and inventive book violated by a fifth-rate idea which made Woman, in alliance 
with modern technology, the destroyer of masculinity and sensuous enjoyment" (14). Such 
critiques illustrate that the novel will never be a testament to political correctness or 
masculine sensitivity. The same can be said for Great Notion, though for different reasons. 
The novel is about an Oregon logging family, the Stampers, who are trying to fulfill a 
contract with a lumber company despite the protests of the local union, which is embroiled in 
a strike with that same company. It is, as Tom Wolfe states, "an unusual book . . . a novel in 
which the strikers are the villains and the strikebreaker is the hero" (45-46). Solidarity is 
portrayed as a kind of weakness rather than the kind of strength, unity, and resolve generally 
afforded it. Kesey's values consist of an individualism that he feels is not prevalent in 
systems, groups, and interdependent factions. Kesey's non-conformity is evident here, too, in 
his seeming rejection of academia and education, as Great Notion "conveys an impression of 
antiintellectualism [sic] that might offend some readers" (Tanner 85). (One must stress that 
offending some readers does not negate a work from being great writing.) But perhaps the 
main reason that Great Notion has not received the same kind of attention that its predecessor 
has, despite Kesey's feeling that it is a better work, is really quite simple: to fully appreciate 
its multiple points of view, non-linear narrative, and other stylistic techniques, it "must be 
read more than once and its length alone discourages the second reading . . . The techniques 
are really not abstruse or obscure; there are just too many of them to take in on the first 
reading" (55). 
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All of these reasons why Ken Kesey is underappreciated as a writer also supply the 
reasons why he deserves more scholarly attention. His sixties persona and the attitude that he 
brought with it were to a large degree born out of his writings. His works supply the 
worldview that he was to enact in a direct and outsized manner over the next decade and 
beyond. In looking at his works one can see that Kesey, instead of being one of the prime 
proponents of the then burgeoning counterculture movement, is merely an extension of the 
kind of American individualism that has existed for as long as America itself. His writings 
reflect that, instead of being the crazy countercultural icon snubbing his nose at America's 
traditions, he is actually a conservative figure in terms of his core values. His works 
demonstrate that he is a firm believer in America's past, its attitude of pragmatism and 
individuality. As well, his works are in philosophical opposition to systems and laws that he 
feels inhibit one from achieving his or her true sense of self. Thus, without being overtly 
message-driven, his writings bring with them a political importance that is lacking in the 
writer with whom he is most frequently linked, Jack Kerouac. As such, insight into Kesey's 
works can be extremely beneficial to understanding America's strong social currents if one 
approaches his works through a cultural studies perspective. 
A cultural studies perspective is not restricted to the "exceptional and elite forms" of 
cultures (Leitch et al. 26) that have traditionally been the focus of scholars and critics. 
Instead, it is a perspective that envelops all cultures: "mass, popular, and everyday materials, 
usually in the context of their ideologies (dominant ideas and values)" (26). Kesey's world is 
not isolated in an esoteric and highbrow world; instead, his outlook finds its most fervent 
expression in the often dismissed world of common myth and pulp fiction. He fuses 
American myths and ideologies. For example, he examines the myth of the frontier and the 
myth of individualism and pragmatism. Further, he draws on such sources as comic books 
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and combines caricature with literary characterization. Kesey's views can be likened to those 
in which "the classics of American poetry, fiction, and painting" are linked to "the culture of 
images, newspapers, sermons, political rhetoric, and especially, popular fiction and verse" 
(Fisher 233). 
Kesey is a writer who expresses himself through the American idiom of 
independence. Therefore, in order to better understand his works, one must look at the 
essential ideas from which they have stemmed. One particular work that stresses the kind of 
attitudinal swagger that Kesey embodies, both in his activities and his works, is Richard 
Slotkin's The Fatal Environment: The Myth of the Frontier in the Age of Industrialization, 
1800 - 1890. Slotkin's work portrays the American frontier hero as one whose importance 
and power derive from an alignment to the past, a past based on the pragmatic conquering of 
the land and the native peoples inhabiting it. This idea that the American West is the 
"metaphoric representation of history as an extended Indian war" (531) remains in the 
present day. In Kesey's world this idea can be found in his heroic, individualistic 
protagonists who continually battle their daunting foils (in the forms of mental institutions 
and labour unions). 
One of the works that influenced Slotkin and points the way toward what he was 
eventually to write is Frederick Jackson Turner's The Frontier in American History. In this 
work Turner asserts that American progress and energy exist in the realm of the American 
frontier and this frontier is what separates civilization from the wilderness. This frontier is, as 
such, a kind of buffer zone between the two aforementioned entities, but also one from which 
progress is initiated and "the result is that to the frontier the American intellect owes its 
striking characteristics" (37). These characteristics consist of "that masterful grasp of 
material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous 
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energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy 
and exuberance which comes from freedom" (37). These characteristics, Turner feels, are 
distinctly American; they are no longer under the influence of European tradition and 
thought, as was the case with the "New World society" (Pierson 16) in the previous "two or 
three centuries" (16). Turner's belief is that, in conquering and adjusting to life in the raw 
frontier, Americans had to abandon their civilized and intellectual characteristics, which had 
thus far been distinctly European in origin. Americans then became much more physical and 
pragmatic in their attitudes in order to survive. Their old traditions and thoughts were 
replaced in favour of newer ones. However, one criticism that has been levelled at this 
assertion is that Turner never really supplies a reason as to how this occurred. "By what 
means did the frontier exert so powerful a force upon society?" George Wilson Pierson asks 
(16). He argues that Turner never really adequately addresses this question, but relies "on 
propositions based on a sort of social psychology" (20). 
An answer to Pierson's question might well be found in the expansiveness of the land 
itself, which Turner claims was the tipping point in making the New World's inhabitants 
distinctly American. The original 'Europeanized' notions of its inhabitants were meaningless 
in the face of such a daunting and pristine landscape. Allan C. Bogue notes that, in Turner's 
estimation, the mentality of'"original stock was modified' mainly by the opportunity given 
its members to amass and manage a competence from the free lands on the one hand and the 
challenges of the physical environment on the other" (75). This is still a somewhat murky 
explanation but, whatever Turner's explanatory shortcomings, he nevertheless remains the 
"man who is chiefly responsible" for the looming and "persistent myth . . . that rugged 
individualism is or has been the way of American life" (Boatright 43). 
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Individualism and pragmatism are the defining components of the American idiom. In 
Great Notion, Kesey's independent-minded characters function in the frontier that exists 
between civilization and the wilderness, having been raised and immersed in its traditions 
which, in turn, propel and define their actions. Such individualism - and the conflicts that 
invariably arise as a result of it - is a defining characteristic of Kesey. In order to appreciate 
this dominant aspect of his works it is also helpful to recognize the schismatic nature of his 
character. As Stephen L. Tanner states: 
The influence of the Beats contributed to a tension within Kesey. It is part of the 
Oregon-California polarity in his career. He shared their desire for liberation 
and their thirst for altered states of consciousness and was tempted by their go-
with-the-flow philosophy, but his Baptist and rural western backgrounds have 
pulled him in another direction. (138) 
This ideological clash of traditional upbringing and anti-establishment/countercultural 
outlook is particularly evident in Great Notion in which the pragmatic independence and 
'down home' homilies of the father and the elder Stamper brother (Hank) are pitted against 
not only others of their background (i.e., the striking loggers) but also those of a more 
studied, intellectual background (as in Lee, Hank's younger half-brother). These conflicts are 
frequently played out via shifting, first-person narrative voices and this effect serves to 
amplify both dramatic tension and opposing points of view. Although Cuckoo's Nest lacks 
the stylistic bravado and complexity of its successor, its themes of the necessity of individual 
freedom - and the cultural tensions that arise in trying to obtain it - are just as evident. For 
example, the traditional but frequently dismissed Native American culture is inherent to the 
character of Bromden. This culture functions not merely as a point of character development 
but also as a means to awaken the reader's belief that such a lifestyle is much more preferable 
than what it is being replaced by: the antiseptic, regimented order of a state mental 
institution, referred to as the 'Combine.' But because Bromden has been so compromised and 
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overwhelmed by this regime, he is no longer capable of reasserting the need for 
independence that Kesey feels is at the core of everybody, albeit in an often latent state that 
needs to be awakened. 
This awakening arrives in the form of McMurphy, a character who may be "just as 
vulnerable" (Nest 83) as everyone else but is nonetheless someone that "the Combine didn't 
get" (83). McMurphy has a strength of character, an independence built from the knowledge 
that "you have to laugh at the things that hurt you just to keep yourself in balance, just to 
keep the world from running you plumb crazy" (212). Ronald P. Waxier notes that, for 
McMurphy, such balance is achieved by going "with the flow" (230), that flow being defined 
as "the rhythm of the body and land, a rhythm which in itself could help eliminate the 
hierarchy constructed within the symbolic order" (230). McMurphy is the point of bisection 
for the "Oregon-California polarity" mentioned by Tanner in that he is very much like the 
Beats. He is spontaneous and without a fixed day-to-day game plan but his mental strength 
and fighting nature arise from his alignment to the forces of the past. This past is looked to 
for, as Raymond Williams states, the "strengthening [of] human self-development" 
(Keywords 146). Williams is also quoted by Slotkin who, in framing his work about the 
power of the frontier hero, states that the historical process is a "field of mutually if also 
unevenly determining forces" (21) in which the "tendencies and contradictions of each 
evolving society" (21) are established. Tangential to this statement is the article "Base and 
Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory," also by Williams, in which he discusses (with 
acknowledgement of the importance of Antonio Gramsci's concept of hegemony) such 
societal contradictions. Williams notes that these contradictions can be found in those 
instances when the predominant social structure, under which most people function, is 
challenged by the meanings and practices of the oppositional culture. The social structure, or 
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rather "these laws, constitutions, theories, ideologies, which are so often claimed as natural, 
or as having universal validity or significance, simply have to be seen as expressing and 
ratifying the domination of a particular class" (382). Kesey's protagonists fall outside of this 
dominant class and, because of their adherence to individualism, inevitably become the 
opposition by default. 
Kesey's characters, because of their ideological (and often physical) strength, 
demonstrate that the American spirit of pragmatism has not succumbed to the repressive 
indoctrinations of the nation state, which has forced on its citizens the continual assertions 
that only through group dynamics can progress, equality, and fairness be achieved. No, the 
McMurphys and Hank Stampers of Kesey's world have "little patience with finely drawn 
distinctions or scruples of method. If the thing [is] one proper to be done, then the most 
immediate, rough and ready, effective way [is] the best way" (Turner 212). As a result, when 
a character like this is inserted into the machinations of a group dynamic and challenges it 
with independent action and thought, the people within that dynamic become antagonistic 
and fearful that their way of life is threatened. They also, in many instances, become 
ashamed of the fact that they refuse - either through apathy or fear - to display the same 
initiative that is setting the challenger apart. These rebels see in the system "the tendency to 
reduce variety in national civilization, to assimilate all to a common type and thus discourage 
individuality, and produce a 'remorseless mechanism - vast, irrational'" (157), and their 
refusal to accept it sets off a fight for power in which surrender equals the obliteration of the 
self, a pitiful retreat into the realm of the meek and docile. 
This state of docility has been examined by Michel Foucault in Discipline and 
Punish: the Birth of the Prison. Foucault notes how people are under the influence of 
centralized entities of power that, through regimentation and drills, manipulate, shape, and 
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train them. These people, because of such implementations, become a multiplication of 
interchangeable bodies and thus, "ordered multiplicities" (148). The controlling systems view 
these 'docile bodies' as dehumanized objects, and this dehumanization originates in such 
social structures as schools, workforce populations and, as evidenced in Kesey's works, in 
mental institutions and labour unions. And the continual rebellion against such systems, 
despite the ultimate futility that accompanies it, is exemplified by Kesey's protagonists. As 
Bromden states in regard to McMurphy: "The thing he was fighting, you couldn't whip it for 
good. All you could do was keep on whipping it, till you couldn't come out anymore and 
somebody else had to take your place" (Nest 265). Similarly, in Great Notion the Stampers 
do constant battle not only with the union and townspeople opposing them but also with the 
environment, despite the acute awareness that "[t]he old forest and land and river will 
prevail, for these things are of the earth" (22). These characters are constantly struggling 
against the futility of existence. By doing so, and by challenging the forces of nature and the 
entrenched and systemic status quo, their enormity of spirit is emphasized. By refusing to 
buckle under the harsh repetitiveness of everyday life and confronting its various challenges 
with force, grit, and determination instead, Kesey's lone heroes embody the themes presented 
by Albert Camus in both The Myth of Sisyphus and The Rebel. The examination of these two 
works serves to identify the importance Kesey places on individual struggle and also acts as a 
counterpoint to Foucault's notion of the "docile body." The meek and paralytic group 
mentalities in Kesey's works exemplify those who have given up the struggle of fighting for 
their existence, thereby abandoning their sense of self in the process. They have allowed 
themselves to be drained of any kind of rebellious spirit, the sort of spirit embraced in 
Sisyphus. In this work, Camus suggests that one should not give up or commit suicide but 
rather rebel against the absurdity of life. In Kesey's works, a reader might view the 'group' 
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as having long ago committed suicide, albeit on a spiritual level (though in both Cuckoo's 
Nest and Great Notion it also occurs on a literal one). David D. Galloway states: 
There is a recognizable and highly consequential tradition in Western 
literature whereby the absurd - as defined by Albert Camus - becomes a way 
of affirming the resources of the human spirit, of exalting sacrifice and 
suffering, of ennobling the man capable of sustaining the vital opposition 
between intention and reality, (xiii) 
Kesey's characters embody Galloway's aforementioned statements and, as such, go a 
long way to sum up Kesey's fictional preoccupations with individualism and frontier 
swagger. Outwardly, such preoccupations represent another seeming dichotomy in Kesey: 
the author and the icon. Considering his hippie-era persona, freewheeling lifestyle, and 
considerable drug use, he seems to be an out-of-control radical, breaking from society's 
entrenched mores and traditions, whereas the writer is constantly returning to, and finding 
inspiration in, those very same mores and traditions. Kesey writes about "the strengths of the 
western experience, as coarse and antisocial" (Tanner 141) as it sometimes is. In one sense, 
Kesey is representative of his times, reflecting the kind of attitude advocated by John F. 
Kennedy during his acceptance speech of the New York Liberal Party nomination in 1960: 
[Liberalism is not so much a party creed or set of fixed platform promises as 
it is an attitude of mind and heart, a faith in man's ability through the 
experiences of his reason and judgement to increase for himself and his fellow 
men the amount of justice and freedom and brotherhood which all human life 
deserves. (1) 
Such an attitude is pervasive in Cuckoo's Nest as McMurphy, by way of his actions, 
demonstrates to the other members of the asylum that standing up for one's self is - and 
should always be - a fundamental right that needs to be exercised, rather than repressed, if 
one is to be spiritually healthy. However, in another sense, Kesey is at odds with such 
liberalism, primarily because it is mostly lip service, as it pertains to the reality of the 
American social and political spectrum. Kesey rejects a society in which he perceives "a 
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clearly identifiable decline of expressed preference for actions (legislative, judicial, 
educational, scholarly, diplomatic, etc.), favoring [sic] the individualist approach" (Machan 
497). Society is instead a deep-rooted system that is lethargic and content to rest "with a mere 
defense of the uninspiring and defective status quo" (Rothbard 528). Because of this 
abandonment of action and the societal torpor that has resulted from it, Kesey's characters 
are actually more illustrative of the tenets of libertarianism than they are of liberalism. 
Libertarianism can be defined, in a general sense, as an ideal in which "one is free to do what 
one wants as long as it does not threaten the security of others, or actually infringe upon their 
independent rights" (McKercher 19). The repercussions of one's doing what one wants 
sometimes does threaten the security of others. These repercussions are demonstrated in the 
deaths of Charles Cheswick and Billy Bibbit in Cuckoo's Nest and the deaths of Willard 
Eggleston and Myra Stamper in Great Notion, albeit in an indirect manner. The negative 
consequences that may result from this libertarian attitude in Kesey's works and how it 
ultimately defines the characters who possess it will be discussed at greater length later on. 
In any event, what the prevalence of this libertarian belief reinforces is the tensions 
that are inherent in Kesey's works. The plots of both Cuckoo's Nest and Great Notion pit two 
opposing but uneven forces against each other, with the novels' protagonists representing 
underdogs facing off against pitiless conglomerations and organizations intent on destroying 
them. And, from the framework of these plots, Kesey develops several larger themes, such as 
how to be true to one's personal self in an impersonal and mechanized world. Ironically, in 
order to maintain one's sense of an independent self, the existence of the forces that Kesey's 
characters rebel against becomes necessary. Both opposing spectrums are needed if the other 
is to function, thus creating a symbiotic relationship. For instance, in Great Notion, Hank 
may seem selfish and uncaring to members of the union, but he actually "embodies the 
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qualities of strength, resourcefulness, bravery, and independence they need for survival" 
(Porter, Grit 37). Hank is their hero, even though they begrudge him this role. "In . . . 
Cuckoo's Nest Kesey examine[s] what the hero owes to others; in . . . Great Notion he 
examines what the hero owes to himself- and, paradoxically, how being true to the self 
actually serves the community" (37). This contention also demonstrates why Great Notion is 
ultimately a more fully realized novel. By stripping away the social concern for others that 
Cuckoo's Nest adhered to, Kesey's second novel more ably demonstrates that the best way to 
aid others is to go one's own way, and thus provide for them an example of individualism to 
which to aspire. They may not be able to shake free of their collective lethargy to rise to the 
level of heroic individualism, but at least the awareness of such a stance is readily observable 
for them. Thus, they may "blame and curse him" but "he still provides for them necessary 
evidence that a self-reliant will to live is possible and counts for something" (Tanner 76). 
Conversely, Hank needs the opposition from the town, from the union members, and various 
challenges to his strength and manhood because if it did not exist he would not represent all 
that he does and, by extension, be all that he is. This symbiosis is important because it shows 
that even though various (sub)cultures/outlooks consistently clash with one another, their co-
existence is essential because the contrast between them allows for a sharper definition of 
each. A completely homogenized culture would blunt the impact, uniqueness, and reality of 
individuality, whereas conflicting outlooks serve to clarify what one is not and thus, by 
extension, what one is. Kesey's writing, particularly in Great Notion, validates this assertion 
that polarized modes of thought actually aid and encourage the independent spirit. 
These themes shine through Kesey's works because his prose is forceful, uninhibited, 
and stylish. In some respects he is, as Stephen L. Tanner has implied, a direct descendant of 
the kind of writing that was produced by the Beat Generation; he is a writer given to stream-
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of-consciousness flourishes. Like jazz, Kesey's writing exudes a spontaneity, immediacy, 
and rhythmic cadence (at times evident in his use of rhyming dialogue). However, he differs 
from Beat writers (and in particular Jack Kerouac, who is arguably the defining figure of that 
movement) in that his writing demonstrates an attention to plot, discipline, and cohesion -
aspects that many of the Beats felt were a shackle to spontaneity and 'the moment.' Because 
of these similarities and differences, and because critics often view Kesey as a linking figure 
between the Beat Generation and the countercultural movement that succeeded it, it is of 
interest to consider the figure of Neal Cassady. 
Cassady was never a writer of any repute, though the spontaneous, voluminous letters 
he used to send Kerouac did illuminate to the latter what Cassady considered to be the best 
way to write: "just... tell it, allow it to flow out, to assume its own shape, to use the infinite 
accretion of details as a form itself (McNally 133). Cassady was the true epitome of the Beat 
ideal and the living representation of the kind of prose that Kerouac was searching for, what 
with Cassady's "penchant for immediate, spontaneous action and rapid-fire talk" (Hipkiss 
32). Cassady, the Dean/Cody protagonist of many of Kerouac's works, was the "great 
American hero" (31) of Kerouac's fiction. Kesey's characters also echo Cassady, at least in 
terms of their pragmatism and gusto: "McMurphy's initials are R.P.M. and he is in 
continuous motion" (121), but this is not "a means of coming to ecstasy as it is for Kerouac's 
fast-movers, but a means by which he avoids being confined to the staticity of the Combine" 
(121). Thus, despite the kineticism that binds Kesey's and Kerouac's prose and characters 
there will always remain one looming difference between the two: "[wjhere Kerouac's ail-
American hero fails and Kesey's succeeds is in the degree to which they influence the lives 
of others" (125). This influence reverberates throughout Kesey's works, whereas in Kerouac 
"the central characters seem to be looking endlessly for the event that will make true heroes 
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of them" (30). Kesey's characters act with purpose, whereas Kerouac's just wander about 
aimlessly, waiting for the moment to come to them rather than dictating - or at least trying to 
dictate - how and when the moment is going to occur. 
When Kerouac retreated into alcoholism and faded from the cultural and social scene, 
Cassady was moving on into the next phase of his life, which involved Kesey and the 
Pranksters. Cassady immediately had a major influence on Kesey, who felt "totally synched" 
and in a "state of satori" (Wolfe 89) with him, particularly when they were driving across 
America in their bus. Michael Goodwin quotes Kesey as saying that Cassady was one of the 
reasons that his interest in writing declined after Great Notion: "I saw that Cassady did 
everything a novel does, except he did it better 'cause he was livin' it and not writin' about 
it" (Tanner 137). Thus, there seems to have been a strong bond between Cassady and Kesey, 
but differences between them are nonetheless present. They are in line with - and very much 
accentuate - the differences between Kesey and Kerouac's prose. Kesey is ultimately rooted 
in rural values and has "strong ties to his family background and region" (138) whereas 
Cassady and the Beats ultimately resist any such traditional beliefs, due in part to their lack 
of "moral and religious assumptions" (138), a factor that ultimately led to what Kesey saw as 
"the demise of idealism, of revolutionary zeal, of creative social experimentation, maybe 
even of innocence and optimism" (Porter, Grit 82). 
Cassady was the true inspiration for some of the seminal works of Beat literature. He 
is the palpable representative of both the beginning and the end of that movement, as well as 
a transitional figure for the countercultural one that followed and thus, it seems logical to 
begin the first two chapters of this thesis by focussing on a comparative analysis of Kesey 
and his forerunners in order to better understand the former's literary roots. 
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The Beats, and Cassady in particular, influenced Kesey and his writing. Of the Beat 
writers, Kerouac (and to a lesser degree William S. Burroughs) most influenced Kesey's 
prose techniques. Also, Kesey retains Kerouac's championing of the lone individual who 
does not fit into a conformist society. But whereas Kerouac's characters are apathetic and 
desirous of a lost America, Kesey's characters refuse to mourn over the past exploits and 
lifestyle of their ancestors, and instead boisterously attempt to reclaim them. This is a key 
difference between the two writers, as it shows that Kesey's world, by virtue of his 
characters' active engagement with the world around them, inevitably produces conflict. This 
conflict has several political implications that are absent in Kerouac's prose. The next two 
chapters will examine these implications and their larger meaning in a number of ways. The 
first chapter will examine the similarities and differences between Kerouac and Kesey's 
prose and conception of manhood. The second chapter will examine the similarities and 
differences in their belief in heroes and in their attitudes toward women. These examinations 
will show how Kesey's work resonates in a way that Kerouac's does not: as an ultimately 
negative critique of contemporary society, yet a critique that simultaneously infuses in the 
reader a belief in one's ability to overcome such a society's limitations. 
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Chapter One - Kesey and Kerouac 
Because of the cultural overlap that often occurs as one movement expands and or 
splinters off into the next - be it political, religious, or literary - there can perhaps be a 
tendency to lump certain elements of each one together, thereby creating a more 
homogenized misinterpretation of both. Such a tendency has undoubtedly factored in blurring 
the individualistic elements and characteristics of both Ken Kesey and Jack Kerouac. While a 
distinct line of continuation is evident in both Kesey's and Kerouac's prose and in certain 
lifestyle characteristics there is nevertheless an equally distinct separateness that is easy to 
overlook because of the immediate and striking surface-level similarities. This separateness 
is the result of Kesey's strong family ties, "basic optimism and faith in individual strength of 
character" and rural background (Tanner 138), which are "fundamentally different" (138) 
from Kerouac's urban loners. Even so, after Cuckoo's Nest was published Kesey was almost 
immediately "mistakenly taken for Kerouac's disciple to the vast annoyance of both" (French 
21). Such an annoyance seems understandable, considering Kesey's thematic preoccupations 
with achieving an individualistic persona and attitude, and Kerouac's latter day hostility 
toward what he saw as Kesey's promotion of "a kind of anarchic activism" (21) that proved 
itself an affront and an insult to Kerouac's "basically passive personality" (21) (one also 
cannot help but think that the alphabetical nature of their names and the close proximity of 
their works on bookshelves has also played at least a small part in creating this 
misidentification). Nevertheless, on a more general level Kerouac did not deny that "the 
hippies were spiritual descendants of the [BJeats . . . but he made a very important 
distinction between the two" (Nicosia 687) in that "whereas the [BJeats had struggled for 
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years to make their psychic breakthroughs, the hippies sought instant consciousness 
expansion with LSD" (687). The primary difference between the two movements - if 
Kerouac's distinction is to be given merit - thus lies in the way in which each attempted to 
reach a state of transcendence. Kerouac saw it as a long and austere struggle, one of solitude 
and thought, a struggle that was always leading to some greater state of profundity. Kesey, 
with the aid of LSD, believed that "the whole other world that LSD opened your mind to 
existed only in the moment itself- Now" (Wolfe 52) and thus aligns himself to a much more 
active and immediate approach to life than his predecessor. Nevertheless, both are on an 
adventurous quest to achieve more illumination. 
This predilection of looking for greater meaning, meaning beyond the confines of the 
entrenched and decorous mainstream society/culture, has inevitably led to misunderstanding 
and misinterpretation on behalf of many in that mainstream. In the minds of several, people 
characteristic of the Beat movement, or "beatniks," as they came to be derogatorily termed, 
carried with them the "image of the hipster," a "sharp, ruthless, sometimes knife-carrying 
antihero, who could survive by his wits in the underworld as well as in elegant society" 
(Nicosia 559). Norman Mailer, in his essay "The White Negro" helped entrench this view by 
comparing hipsters to psychopaths, in that both are defined by the "language of energy" and 
are "nothing without it" (220). Some of the movies of the era certainly picked up on this 
comparison, presenting a frightening and sometimes downright paranoid view of the Beat 
Generation. Sensationally lurid titles for certain films of the period, films like The Bloody 
Brood (Roffman 1959) and A Bucket of Blood (Corman 1959), certainly attest to this. In the 
former film, Peter Falk plays a beatnik kingpin who gets his 'kicks' by feeding a hamburger 
laced with ground glass to an unsuspecting teenaged 'square.' In the latter film, Dick Miller 
kills people and covers them in clay and becomes a sensation in the beatnik art world, with 
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the stereotypes of beret-wearing bongo players and poetry-spouting hipsters listening to jazz 
in underground coffee houses in full flower. And although Kerouac's prose is, to a large 
degree, defined by the way in which he attempts to create a prose equivalent to the 
spontaneity of that aforementioned jazz, and though he frequently writes of drug use and 
loose sexuality, he felt that he in no way trumpeted a lifestyle of deranged violence in which 
he and his peers were purveyors of sociopathic tendencies. He insisted that the children of his 
generation were not to be feared, as they were "respecters of life like St. Francis" (560). 
In retrospect, it seems naive of him to believe that the reading public would find little 
interest in the indecorous characteristics of the movement, such as drug use and freewheeling 
sex, and would instead embrace the spiritual quests in which he was interested. Hippies, 
while generally viewed with less trepidation and fear than the Beat Generation (at least up 
until the infamous Tate/La Bianca murders, which are often seen, in a larger symbolic sense, 
as the death of the hippie movement)1, were still more or less seen as a threat to established 
traditions. In society's view, hippies consisted of lazy and unkempt drug abusers who, by 
virtue of their sometimes gaudy appearance and disrespect for authority, were the antithesis 
of everything wholesome and normal. Ken Kesey falls under this generalization, and though 
he is oftentimes seen as being one of them, he is, despite his drug use and outrageous 
advocacy towards anything psychedelic and gaudy, also very much separate from them, 
because of his preference for the individual over the communal. Kesey is less interested in 
solidarity than he is in the independent human spirit and the fight behind that spirit. But the 
belief in the strength of one's self, and the necessity of flexing that strength, also leads to 
1
 On August 9, 1969, actress Sharon Tate (who was almost nine months pregnant) and four of her friends were 
brutally killed in her Los Angeles home. The following night, Leno and Rosemary LaBianca were murdered in 
similar fashion. The murderers, who were acting under the orders of Charles Manson, were seen by many as 
being "a terrifying mix of libertine counter-culture and stupefying mind control" (Chua-Eoan 10). 
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misinterpretation, in that the many see it as an abandonment of everything that society holds 
dear, such as the status quo and working for the common good. This very belief in the self is 
often why others see the individualist as being, in his or her own way, just as untrustworthy 
and suspicious as the stereotypical schizophrenic beatnik of popular culture. Kesey's 
protagonists are outsiders merely because of their unwavering belief in themselves. For this 
reason, society often views them as unbalanced. Therefore, although there is a great 
difference in the way in which Kerouac and Kesey define themselves, and are defined by 
others, they have within them a commonality of spirit, in that they believe in an alternative 
approach to living. These beliefs are reinforced by way of their works. Such a commonality 
is expressed in Michel Foucault's The Order of Things: An Archaeology of Human Sciences. 
Foucault sees poets as akin to madmen in that 
[fjhey share, then, on the outer edge of our culture and at the point nearest to its 
essential divisions, that 'frontier' situation - a marginal position and a 
profoundly archaic silhouette - where their words unceasingly renew the power 
of their strangeness and the strength of their contestation. (50) 
Poets and writers then, by virtue of their chosen professions, often have an individualistic 
lifestyle that does not necessarily turn up its nose at collectivity and societal inclusion but 
does abandon it in favour of repeated attempts at spiritual meaning and personal expression. 
This "'frontier' situation," which, according to Foucault, is characteristic of the life of a 
writer, is strikingly similar to Turner's thesis of the frontier, which sees the frontier as "the 
outer edge of the wave - the meeting point between savagery and civilization" (Turner 3) and 
the place where a "perennial rebirth" (2) is continually occurring. Although many writers 
share this quality of being on society's fringes, it does not necessarily mean that their 
writings will convey an attitude of firm and lively opposition towards that society. In the case 
of Ken Kesey it does, whereas in Jack Kerouac's situation, such an attitude is more or less 
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avoided in favour of nostalgia and childhood memory. To best examine the dichotomy 
between Kesey and Kerouac, one must look at those aspects of Kesey's writings that show 
the greatest point of departure from Kerouac's. In doing so, one needs to examine Kesey's 
writing style and then move on to his feelings about what it means to be a man. Kesey's 
world is a celebration of individualism that is exhilarating and appealing, whereas Kerouac's 
is lonely and withdrawn. 
Stephen L. Tanner notes that "Beat writers like Kerouac and Burroughs were 
primarily interested in reporting," whereas "Kesey has identified himself as a 'parabolist' and 
not [a] reporter" (138) as reporting does not get "at the kind of truth or knowledge" in which 
he is interested (138). This idea of truth and what exemplifies it is clearly identified early on 
in Cuckoo's Nest, where Bromden is about to relate to the reader the story about McMurphy 
and the mental hospital. As a schizophrenic, he is clearly straining to get the story right, but 
the desire to tell it - right or not - is both overwhelming and cathartic. He tells the reader 
(and himself) that "this is too horrible to have really happened, this is too awful to be the 
truth! But, please. It's still hard for me to have a clear mind thinking on it. But it's the truth 
even if it didn't happen" (12). 
Such a passage indicates how Kesey approaches fiction. Through a combination of 
direct belief and allegory, he writes about what he believes are general truths. Both forms 
work to reach the same outcome, namely that individualism is something that is always worth 
striving to achieve, no matter how doomed the outcome may be. Thus, these truths are best 
achieved in the form of stories that are folksy and appealing, while at the same time lacking 
the didactic sermonizing that often sinks a narrative. Instead, Kesey expresses his thoughts 
and beliefs in a colloquial, infectious voice that disarms the reader, creating a relationship of 
camaraderie rather than one of a preacher thumping his fist on the pulpit, drilling his message 
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to the listeners in the pews. Even though Bromden feels that some things can be the truth 
even if they didn't happen, in Great Notion, Lee notes that "there are some things that can't 
be the truth even if they did happen" (74). This conclusion occurs to Lee while thinking 
about his mother's suicide after his own failed attempt, implying that one cannot "accurately 
claim to remember what happened truthfully" (74). In other words, the reasons for his 
mother's suicide may never truthfully be known by anyone, merely speculated upon. Even in 
looking back at his own suicide attempt, Lee cannot actually pinpoint one definitive reason as 
to why he wanted to die, that one specific truth that makes it understandable to him. In a 
larger sense, what this all implies is that when an event occurs (i.e., suicide), the act is not 
necessarily a consequence of some significant, all-encompassing truth. Suicide cannot be the 
solution to life's problems even if it did/does happen. Thus, Lee realizes that what he 
perceives to be the issue is very often not the issue (such as thinking that the core issue 
behind his return is to avenge the perceived wrong wrought on him by brother Hank). 
Applying this idea to 'Kesey the parabolist,' one notes that it is very much in keeping 
with how he writes about the world. Stories (fiction) can be the bringers of enlightenment 
just as reality (non-fiction) can obscure the truth, rather than revealing it. This belief certainly 
infected Kesey in his life as well. As a public figure, albeit primarily within the 
counterculture, he notes with some regret that his "public statements, even on subjects in 
which he has no true expertise, carry a 'disproportionate weight' and that in order to avoid 
making irresponsible or unqualified pronouncements" (Leeds 89) that are received as 
unassailable truths, he would serve himself and others better by returning to the realm of 
fiction. Kesey then goes on to state that "[pjassing off what-might-be-true as fiction seems a 
better vocation to me than passing off what-is-quite-possibly-fiction as truth" (89). 
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In certain instances, Kesey's style recalls Kerouac's, in that it often flows across the 
page in a spontaneous style. This is evident in Bromden's hallucinatory narrative ramblings 
in Cuckoo's Nest and in the climactic scene in the woods in Great Notion, in which action 
and thought dovetail into a surreal account of a tragic logging accident. But, by and large, 
Kesey never adhered to the Beat dictum that everything spontaneous is sacrosanct and that, 
once written down, should never be "tampered with" (Tanner 138). Kesey may believe in a 
style that is, in essence, what he himself refers to, in a letter to his friend, Ken Babbs, as "the 
spew of the diary mind" (339), but he also believes in reworking the "spew" "so as to accent 
the 'drift' of it without letting the prose seem reworked" ( Hipkiss 121). In discussing this 
quality with Babbs, Kesey points out the need and desire to achieve "power and honesty" 
(339) in his work, along the lines of Alexander Trocchi's Cain's Book and Burroughs' Naked 
Lunch, but to be in control of his output in a way that those two books were not (339). He is 
trying to balance his belief in unforced, flowing prose with the need for organization and 
cohesion. Thus, Kesey may follow the Beat attitude of carrying to extremes the "notion that 
self-fulfillment comes from going with the flow and indulging sensuous appetites and 
instincts" (138-39), but when it comes to writing, he is the one controlling the flow (139) and 
deciding what the outcome is going to be. 
Because of his belief in narrative control, and because of his characteristic extroverted 
bravado, his writing is populated with broad and fearless protagonists who engulf their 
surroundings and fellow characters with their energy. His characters are aware that life is 
fleeting, but they are of the opinion that, because of this, they must therefore take all they can 
from it, face it and meet the challenges that are before them. In Great Notion, for example, 
while out logging and trying to meet a timber quota, Hank watches his crippled, barely 
mobile father, Henry, out there helping them, knowing that Henry is thinking, as he always 
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has, that "a man can whup it, even if he don't have nothin' but knowhow left, even his leg 
like butter and his arms and hands like cracking glass and he don't have nothin' but his 
knowhow left - he can still whup it!" (496). Yet even as this current of thought runs through 
Henry and, by extension, the entire Stamper logging operation, there is always the constant 
awareness that the forest will combat the logging and fight the attempts to tame and reduce 
its "age-old domain with all the age-old weapons" (496) it can muster, such as thorny vines 
strung out like "barbed barricades" (497), falling boulders, rain, landslides, and crashing 
rotted snags. The forest also flexes its oppositional force through means beyond even these, 
through unforeseen events, as exemplified by the tree that does not fall where it is supposed 
to fall. Instead, the tree smashes into Henry and then rolls down into the river where it traps 
Hank's cousin Joe Ben underneath, leaving him to wait for the water to rise in the hopes that 
it will float off him, a hope that proves futile in the end, as the log instead twists and rolls 
onto him even more, pushing him underwater to drown him. It is interesting to watch this 
scene in Paul Newman's 1971 film version of the novel. It is an inevitably reductive 
adaptation but still remains true to the novel's tone and atmosphere. The use of intermittent 
long shots during the drowning scene effectively illustrates the insignificance of the men in 
relation to their forest surroundings and their helplessness in the face of nature. The forest, 
the river, and the weather are working in conjunction with each other (if one continues to 
view them on this personified level), making the task of trying to conquer even a small part 
of the wild landscape ridiculous - evidence of hubris. But that is of little consequence to the 
Stampers. They may lose whatever conflicts they engage in but that is ultimately irrelevant. 
What matters is that one persists and puts forth the effort. As Hank himself says, offering one 
of the many homespun aphorisms that are peppered throughout the novel: "If You Wants to 
Win, You Does Your Best" (111). Kerouac and Kesey both see the world as being larger than 
the individual but Kesey is not one to shrink from such a reality. Instead, he is up to the 
challenge of doing battle with the big bad world, and his characters are as well. An example 
of this occurs in Cuckoo's Nest. After failing to lift the control panel and throw it through a 
mesh window so that he can escape, McMurphy says to the men who knew it was impossible 
from the outset, "But I tried though.. . Goddammit, I sure as hell did that much, now, didn't 
I ?" ( I l l ) 
This is a strikingly different attitude from the one perpetuated by Jack Kerouac. 
Kerouac's worldview is completely entangled in the memories of his past (as in Visions of 
Gerard, which details the death of his saintly elder brother, and Maggie Cassidy, a 
reminiscence of young love), or in the products of his imagination, as exemplified by Doctor 
Sax: Faust Part Three, in which he lingers over a phantasmagoric apparition that both youth 
and comic books like The Shadow have led his mind to create and develop. Kerouac spends a 
great deal of his time living in these and other fantasy worlds. In The Subterraneans, he 
speaks of having "long envisioned" (45) for himself a life in the South, "like in that 
Faulknerian pillar homestead in the Old Granddad moonlight" (45), but then later on sees 
himself suddenly "as William Blake with the meek wife in the middle of London early dewy 
morning" (60). He is consistently returning to the past world of memory and the ones he 
creates for himself in his literature. In discussing On the Road, Warren French notes that the 
character Sal (in essence Kerouac) "has been on the road, but never of the road. After each 
adventure, he has withdrawn to a protected environment" (42). Despite its reputation as a 
novel advocating freedom, rootlessness, and that old go-with-the-flow attitude, it is, in 
reality, "a traditional cautionary tale, warning readers about the sorry nature of the world. It 
promises the reader nothing but disappointment and disillusionment" (43). As well, there is 
no developmental arc of character for the typical Kerouac narrator. He remains unchanged 
throughout, a person who is obsessively ruminating about a long ago time in which there 
were "different outcries on the street, different feelings, other dusts, other lace" (Sax 111), all 
instances that supply him with "inconceivable joy" (111), as opposed to the frightening and 
unknowable future in which nothing is sure but "the forlorn rags of growing old" (Road 310). 
So Kerouac, despite his rolling, fluid prose, almost always finds his inspiration in minutiae, 
in the belief "that the universe is microcosmically present in the smallest frames, such as a 
poor man's kitchen [or a] young boy's window" (Nicosia 68). His prose may move but his 
characters do not; they remain inert, lost in their sad and lonely reflections of a life that is 
transitory and inescapably slipping away. 
Conversely, because Kesey's characters face the present and do not shrink away from 
the future, they do experience change. Consider the following passage from Cuckoo's Nest: 
Then - as he was talking - a set of tail-lights going past lit up McMurphy's 
face, and the windshield reflected an expression that was allowed only because 
he figured it'd be too dark for anybody in the car to see, dreadfully tired and 
strained and frantic, like there wasn't enough time left for something he had to 
do. (218) 
McMurphy's awareness that his mortality may be on the line a lot sooner than he anticipated 
indicates just how far he is willing to go for the men on his ward. He could play it safe and 
try to win Nurse Ratched's favour and hope for a release, but that would be compromising all 
that he stands for and would also compromise what he has become to the men, namely their 
hero. At the novel's beginning, he is only concerned about getting out of work detail and 
skinning the men at cards for their cigarettes. His battle of wills evolves with Nurse Ratched 
and the Combine evolves. This battle is a means of demonstrating to the men the importance 
of believing in one's ability to be a free individual, and not a slave to regimented order. 
When McMurphy gets the men drunk in the hall, Bromden realizes this. During this time, 
they steal some keys and unlock a window to let in some fresh air and this simple little act 
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strikes Bromden as remarkable. "I had to keep reminding myself that it had truly happened, 
that we had made it happen," (255) he says of the moment. McMurphy ultimately turns away 
from his initial self-interest and sacrifices himself to help keep this belief alive in the men on 
the ward, the belief that "[m]aybe the Combine wasn't all-powerful" (255) regardless of 
whether it is or not. McMurphy offers them hope, and the kind of heroic figure that Kesey 
feels is necessary in the world. 
Consider also, in Great Notion, the changes that occur to the two brothers. Through 
most of the novel Lee is a weak-minded, snivelling character, planning to reduce the he-man 
qualities he sees in his half-brother, Hank, and get even with him for having had a sexual 
relationship with Lee's mother, Myra. But when he finally does avenge himself by having 
sex with Hank's wife, Viv, he finds that it is lacking, that it does not give him the satisfaction 
or closure for which he longs. Instead, he realizes that there is no joy in attempting to bring 
someone down to a lower level and that whatever emotional troubles he has are still there. 
Blaming Hank will not eliminate them. The greater satisfaction occurs in rising to a higher 
level. Lee finds inner strength and determination by raising himself to Hank's level. As a 
result, he wants to fulfill the lumber contract that Hank has been working towards, much to 
the chagrin of the townspeople. During the perhaps inevitable fistfight between the two, 
"they draw closer together than ever before; and as their blood literally mingles in the 
struggle, they complete their fusion, a union of East and West, urbane and countrified, 
cerebral and physical. Each has forced the other to become complete" (Leeds 57). Lee says to 
himself during the fight that "I no longer cared about beating my brother, I cared about 
winning the game. And there is a difference . . . " (606). His passion has finally been 
externalized, rather than lying stagnant and redundant in his mind, allowing him to act, and 
thus leading to a successful showing in the fight and also an eventual acceptance of Hank. He 
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comes around to Hank's way of thinking, which is that "[a] man's always surprised just how 
much he can do by himself (618) and becoming more pragmatic as a result. Hank too, learns 
from Lee over the course of the novel. Although he will never cringe or turn away from life 
he does acknowledge that a tendency toward self-reliance can isolate one and make one 
incapable of communication with the people around them. As Hank himself notes: "it took 
nothing more than my kid brother... to show me that there are other ways of winning - like 
winning by giving in, by being soft, by not gritting your goddamn teeth and getting your best 
hold" (111). Thus, through the interconnectedness of their mostly contrary relationship, 
Hank, via his actions and attitude, teaches Lee that to surrender one's strength "without just 
cause is the way of weakness and produces a life of fear, envy, [and] despair" (Tanner 74). 
Lee teaches Hank that to "refuse surrender for any cause, even love, is likewise damaging 
and produces a life of lonely alienation" (74). 
This co-mingling of opposites to some degree refutes - though not entirely - charges 
like the one Terry G. Sherwood levels against Kesey, when he writes that Kesey "encourages 
anti-intellectualism, at least anti-academicism" (392). In discussing Cuckoo's Nest, 
Sherwood notes that the novel's intellectual character, Harding, "is not cured of homosexual 
impulses, just his fear of admitting them; far removed from the springs of a fully realized 
physical existence, the intellectual can learn self-consciously from those who drink directly" 
(392). In other words, Harding can gain strength from the doers of this world, but will never 
fully achieve independence and self-assurance, because of his overall cowardice and 
penchant for over-thinking. Although sympathy for Lee is muted and hard to achieve for 
most of Great Notion, Kesey does not disregard the intelligence and intellectual 
characteristics that he obviously has, but he does deny any assertion that they can be one's 
personal salvation by themselves. Lee is hiding behind his intellectualism and abusing it for 
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the purpose of denigrating others - that is what taints it. The negativity Kesey sees in 
intellectualism is the way it can cripple one's ability to act, but as an aspect to one's 
character, there is nothing particularly wrong with being cultured and knowledgeable. When 
Henry cannot find the right size cork boots for Lee to wear, Lee mentions at the breakfast 
table that he is worried Henry might take to stretching them, via a "sort of pediatric 
Procrustean bed" (168). This comment spurs great interest in Joe Ben and his family and they 
want to know more about what it is he means. And so, Lee 
talks rapidly, his nervousness at first giving his speech an air of supercilious 
snobbery; but as he becomes aware of his audience's genuine interest his tone 
changes to enthusiasm. He feels surprised and slightly proud that he can make 
an actual contribution to talk around the table. This gives him a simple 
eloquence that he has never - even in his dreams of teaching - imagined himself 
capable of. (168-169) 
Hank's boredom with the conversation speaks of Lee's unconscious need to impress 
him. In some regards, Hank is actually stunted and inferior to Lee. Reading is not viewed as 
being detrimental to one's character (it would be hypocritical of Kesey to insist otherwise, 
considering the novel's allusions to Beowulf and Shakespeare, and the references to Wallace 
Stevens). However, Kesey suggests that reading may artificially elevate one's self-perception 
of oneself. This snobbery, Kesey feels, is more characteristic of Easterners, however. In the 
novel, Viv, for instance, reads, but she is "no back-East big city bluenose" like Myra (148) or 
some "Eastern prick" (410) who, ignorant of Western ways because of city-bred myopia, 
thinks hunters are brutes and cowards, and that "pheasants are found under glass, plucked 
and already full of stuffing" (410). Such potshot comments are scattered throughout the novel 
and seem consistent with Kesey's later, inordinately generalized assertions that "What's 
important to people on the East coast isn't as important to people on the Wes t . . . A lot of 
what I see being published hasn't been written for me. It's been caromed off New York and 
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Hollywood" (Brown 164). Kesey's Oregonian characters perpetuate Turner's assertion that 
the West is not "conservative" (210) and that "buoyant self-confidence and self-assertion 
[a]re distinguishing traits in its composition" (210). These traits are also noticeable in Sailor 
Song, his bizarre novel about a Hollywood film company coming to a small fishing village to 
make a movie of a children's novel. The setting has changed, from Oregon to Alaska, and 
takes place in the near, unspecified future, after most of the world has been polluted. But this 
is not the case with Alaska. It is the "Final Frontier" (43), large and isolated enough not to 
have its idiosyncratic, individualistic nature absorbed by pollution and progress. Alaska 
allows its characters the freedom to lead the lives they want to lead, lives that consciously 
avoid the bland stability of the rest of the Western world. 
The stasis and general defeatism of Kerouac's protagonists, when compared to the 
fighting vigour of Kesey's, indicates their differing approaches to the idea of manhood. 
Ironically, although he harboured a dislike for the hippies that succeeded him, Kerouac is 
actually more in tune to their ideas of what constitutes a man than is Kesey. As Dennis 
McNally notes: 
In cultural realms far beyond writing styles, the Beats had been forerunners of a 
major American societal shift in the late 1960's and early 1970's that rejected 
traditional 'masculinity.' The resistance to the liberal-rational world view was 
embodied in the departure from private psychoanalysis to public, confessional, 
consciousness-raising and encounter groups, a turning away from 'logic' in a 
mad world to values born of emotional openness and sensitivity in suprarational 
disciplines like Zen, yoga, meditation, astrology, and the occult. (331) 
Certainly, the idea of what constitutes a man and the idea of machismo is not something 
Kerouac is primarily concerned about in his writings. Even so, he nevertheless believes in the 
"man's role as the head of the family, as the ruggedly honest, stoically suffering breadwinner 
who 't[akes] no shit from anyone,' the role personified by his father, as well as countless film 
heroes from Jean Gabin to Gary Cooper" (Nicosia 154-155). He also places a large degree of 
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emphasis on the 'masculine' world of sports, but this seems to be as much because it relates 
to his childhood and the friends he had as a kid as sports relates to the rites of manhood. As 
well, his numerous homosexual friends and his own ambiguous sexuality seem to further 
muddy the traditionalist view of what it means to be a man, although in his works he always 
aligns himself from "the standpoint of one who is himself sexually attracted only to women" 
(Hipkiss 25). The reason for this may be an attempt to reassure himself through his writings 
that he was not "losing his sex appeal with young women" (25) and that he himself was not a 
homosexual, a possibility that made him uneasy (25). His Beat colleagues, in particular 
William S. Burroughs and Allen Ginsberg (and Cassady too for that matter), were never ones 
to shy away from expressing their homosexuality. In Junky, for example, Burroughs matter-
of-factly relates both his drug addiction and his attraction to men. 
In the Beat worldview, the whole idea of manhood, and the sexuality that 
accompanies it, is inverted to the point where desire is instantaneous and the need to satiate 
and gratify it is not bound to the male-female model at all; it is instead androgynous, matter-
of-fact, and casually out in the open. Returning to Kerouac specifically, his belief in what 
constitutes manhood is undermined and diluted time and time again because he repeatedly 
attempts to avoid it. He is "constantly throwing up a wall against time, the coming of 
adulthood, and preserving the vision of innocence and spirituality against a sophisticated, 
Godless world" (27). This is the kind of crippling solipsism that Norman Podhoretz sees as 
characteristic of the Beat Generation. He describes its members as "young men who can't get 
outside the morass of self and so construct definitions of feeling that exclude all human 
beings who manage to live, even miserably, in the world of objects" (qtd. in Hipkiss 47). 
Kerouac is so immersed in the past that he has become oblivious to the present day and the 
life that is going on around him. Thus, as an exemplification of the "frontier hero," Kerouac 
fails to meet the criteria outlined by Slotkin in The Fatal Environment (11) and Turner in The 
Frontier in American History (37). Kerouac constantly dreams of an America that is no more 
(and maybe never was), of an America of the past populated with the kind of heroes that (in 
his view) simply do not exist anymore. But instead of taking a cue from the kind of people he 
admired and going out and pragmatically facing the world, he finds it easier to retreat into his 
fictional ruminations and ghostly memories. He wants to be a hero but there is no singular 
purpose to this yearning. He is too much of a directionless wanderer to be one. Hipkiss notes 
that in so many of Kerouac's works "there is a strong quest for heroism found in action" (30) 
or, if not through action, then a quest for a kind of "heroism of the spirit" (30) in which his 
characters learn to "accept life's vicissitudes, and to love what one cannot understand" (30). 
But because they lack any sort of lasting discipline, purpose, or internal drive, the wish to be 
a hero is one that is bound to go unfulfilled. Turner notes that the ideal of the Western man is 
"the ideal of conserving and developing what [i]s original and valuable" (210) for the 
western landscape: "[e]nergy, incessant activity" (211) and the conquering of new territories. 
There are no new territories in Kerouac's world, just a continual re-visiting of the old ones. 
In Kesey's world, on the other hand, there is a specific drive that his characters 
embody; they are out to conquer the landscapes, both physical and mental, no matter what the 
odds, be they natural landscapes (the Oregon landscape) or man-made ones (the insane 
asylum). Their energies are "infused with a symbolic significance only Active heroes 
possess" (Slotkin 11). They dive into those "mythic region[s]" (11) "whose hidden magic [i]s 
to be tapped only by self-reliant individualists, capable of enduring the lonesome reach" (11). 
The greatness of Kesey's characters stems from the fact that they pursue and fight for their 
beliefs and remain true to their selves. Because of this, they are both a part of society and 
excluded from it. They are a part of it in that they represent what many may wish, or aspire to 
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be in some way, shape, or form. They are excluded from it in the sense that their 
uncompromising natures and unconcern for the consequences of their pursuits differ from 
most people's realities of caution and compromise. Kerouac's characters are too inward to 
ever really be a part of society. Kerouac perhaps recognizes to some extent this remoteness, 
but rather than fully acknowledge it he instead chooses to create the "the heroic vision of 
himself as a great writer. Sensitivity and genius put the self-conceived artist apart from his 
fellow-man. He is not judged by their standards. He is a hero unto himself (Hipkiss 31), the 
only one out there seeking universal knowledge, the only one out there who wants "a pure 
understanding, and then a pure life" (Kerouac, Wayward 206). This kind of self-
aggrandizement is in keeping with those who have too much time to think about their 
personas because they spend too little time doing anything. 
Kesey's characters, that is to say his 'men of action,' have swagger and attitude but 
do not spend their time worrying about how they are judged, or should be judged. They do 
not need to create delusional visions of themselves because their actions are their defining 
traits. This idea reaches its apotheosis in Great Notion. Lee initially views his family 
members with condescension, seeing them as a bunch of uneducated hicks, his brother Hank 
as a bullying simian, and him as "our young hero" (77) of the story. Elaine B. Safer notes that 
"[t]he incongruity between the seriousness of Lee's past suffering and the trite language he 
uses to express present fantasies causes laughter" (232). His sometimes overblown narration 
is undoubtedly a product of his "back East schooling" (Notion 41), which makes him feel 
weak in comparison to his father and brother because, as Henry put it just before Lee left 
with his mother for New York, "[S]ome just ain't equal to it" (40), the 'it' being a logger in 
the Oregon woods. As a result, Lee mentally builds a wall of intellectual superiority in order 
to combat his perceived physical inferiority. But once he stops thinking about his image, 
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about whether or not he can ever live up to Hank, and abandons his affected, literary thought 
processes in favour of actually finding out if he can be a man of action, he becomes much 
more a part of society. He recognizes "[t]hat a human has to make it with other humans . . . 
before he can make it with himself (574). 
It is unproductive, stultifying, and emotionally distorting for one to live exclusively in 
a world of one's own creation, solely in one's own mind, without contact and inter-
relationships with others. This may seem somewhat contradictory to the idea of individualism 
but it is not really, because what Kesey is espousing is the belief that conflict is in and of 
itself a large component of one's inter-relationships - even the good ones - and that it 
actually strengthens and encourages one to test one's mettle and to see just how far one can 
go. In the end it is very possible that one will be beaten, but not easily, not if one decides that 
he or she will not be reduced to the purely speculative ramblings of the mind, as Lee was. 
This belief is evident when Hank notes that "it just ain't so light a chore doing a man in . . . if 
that man himself decides to do something against it" (616) - and that 'something' is of 
course individual action. Those who act are ultimately seen by Kesey as being the "moral 
salvation" (Hipkiss 124) of the "collectivists" (124), of the societal and communal groups 
who, without the Hank Stampers of the world, would have no one to show them the way to 
personal achievement. They would forever remain in their ruts of mediocrity and 
underachievement. The fighting spirit of Hank stirs in his neighbours and adversaries a 
common feeling that group dynamics, urbanization, and social decorum have helped erode 
and repress (if not fully extinguish) the need to exist on an elementary, basic level. 
Hank echoes a good many of the qualities found in John F. Kasson's Houdini, 
Tarzan, and the Perfect Man: the White Male Body and the Challenge of Modernity in 
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America. Kasson notes that Edgar Rice Burroughs, in creating the character of Tarzan, 
created 
a figure who embodied the enduring impulse, in Emerson's words, to 'enjoy an 
original relation to the universe,' to raw nature, with all its primal, anarchic 
force. The desire for unmediated contact with nature and occasions to test 
oneself against it constitutes an overriding element of American masculine 
identity. (211) 
This description is certainly applicable to Hank. An enduring image that Lee has of him is 
when he "used to spend hours swimming steadily into the river's current as he trained for a 
swimming meet. Hours and hours, swimming steadily, doggedly, and remaining in exactly 
the same place a few feet from the dock" (69). Hank is literally immersed in Nature and all 
its force, fighting against it, resisting it with the muscular rhythm of his body, refusing to 
give in to it, not gaining on it but not losing to it either. Hank is a force opposed to Nature 
and the best way for him to realize or recognize himself as being such is by constantly 
putting himself to such tests, as a preparatory way of dealing with these forces, as he 
encounters them, in everyday life. The Stamper house rests on the edge of the river, cut off 
from the town (visitors can only get to the house by boat), and the river is always attempting 
to take it, eroding the earth around it, cutting ever closer to the house. But every day Hank is 
out there, nailing boards and wrapping wire and re-bar around the foundation, shoring it up 
so that the river will not win, and wash away the house. It is literally a battle of wills, the 
river unceasing and insistent in its fury, Hank equal in his determination not to let it beat him. 
Lee views Hank as a force of Nature himself; he sees Hank, when he is swimming against the 
current, as a "sinewy body" (69), "naked and white and hard as a peeled tree" (69). When 
two of the townspeople, Les Gibbons and Big Newton, are discussing Hank, Les, because he 
begrudges Hank his strength, says that "Hank Stamper ain't the only one able to swim a 
river, y'know" (568). Big Newton replies that "Maybe not, but he's the only one that happens 
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to come to my mind just this minute" (568). Others listening to the conversation emphasize 
the nature of Hank's abilities by telling Les that he swam the river right after the logging 
accident and the same night "those goons Floyd hired from Reedsport worked him over" 
(568). This conversation occurs after Hank has momentarily given in and decided not to try 
and fulfill his logging contract. Because Hank's life force is viewed in superhuman terms, he 
is, for Lee and the townspeople, a kind of superhero figure. When Hank falters, Lee and the 
others are outwardly smirking, but are also equally dismayed because they need a hero they 
can have a certain degree of admiration for, no matter how grudging. To them, Hank is an 
almost mystical figure. Like Houdini, Hank affirms, through his will and physical strength, 
the presence of magic within the body and spirit of the individual man. In an 
age of often bewildering obstacles and intimidating authorities, he dramatize [s] 
the ability of a lone figure to triumph over the most formidable restraints and 
the most implacable foes and against the most impossible odds. (Kasson 154) 
Hank and McMurphy exemplify the extraordinary possibilities of the human 
condition on a physical level. Their exploits and actions seem to position them as men whose 
capabilities exceed what we have come to expect of ordinary people. This aspect of Kesey's 
characters is due, in large part, to the importance he places on comic-book superheroes. They 
have helped shape his essential belief in the possibilities of one's self and in applying such 
superhuman (and notably masculine) attitudes to everyday life. And though Kerouac's 
influences also stem from the same type of heroes, he holds them with an interior reverence 
that fails to reverberate outwards. This difference in outlook, and the ultimate effect it has on 
the worlds they are describing - both masculine and feminine - will be discussed at length in 
the following chapter. 
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Chapter Two - Visions of Superheroes and Women 
Kesey is a big believer in Wild West archetypes, the comic-book world of 
superheroes and the messages they both convey: "For Kesey, the heavenly Christ and the 
supernatural comic book hero stand on common mythic ground as images of human 
potential" (Sherwood 386). This is evident in the dominating swath that his protagonists cut 
through their surroundings. In Cuckoo's Nest, McMurphy tells members of the ward that he's 
"accustomed to being top man. I been a bull goose catskinner for every gyppo logging 
operation in the Northwest and bull goose gambler all the way from Korea, was even bull 
goose pea weeder on that pea farm in Pendleton" (24). He is so determined to overthrow 
Harding, the top "bull goose looney" of the ward, that he exclaims to one and all that if 
Harding is any kind of man "he either meets me man to man or he's a yaller skunk and better 
be outta town by sunset" (24). This fighting imagery, this idea of territorial usurpation 
through fisticuffs and will is also evident in Great Notion in which Hank and Guy Weiland 
make their introductions, feeling each other out with a bit of verbal sparring, "just like in the 
Westerns" (326). Hank and McMurphy face their opponents in true cowboy fashion, through 
character-testing High Noon confrontations, in which the downfall of one participant is both 
inevitable and expected. In McMurphy's case, it becomes immediately apparent that it is 
Nurse Ratched and not Harding he has to worry about, whereas in Hank's case, the 'villains' 
are interchangeable. Terry G. Sherwood notes that "Kesey uses the stereotyped cowboy hero 
for precisely the reasons he is often attacked: unrelenting selfhood and independence 
articulated with verbal calmness and defended by physical valo[u]r and ready defiance of 
opposition" (385). By constantly aligning Hank and McMurphy with archetypal laconic 
western heroes and facing them off against the insidious lesser lights who believe that "if you 
can't measure up you'd better see to shortening the measuring stick down to your own size" 
{Notion 198), the Good versus Evil nexus is drawn in bold, unsubtle strokes. As well, by 
providing his protagonists with the driving spirit that characterized the Western idiom of the 
1800s and through descriptive language that echoes the West of yore - Hank is known as one 
of "the Ten Toughest Hombres this side of the Rockies" (110-111), for example - Kesey 
imbues them with the conquering 'achievements' of their forefathers. Slotkin notes that 
[t]he central narrative structure of the Frontier Myth requires that the hero-
pioneer undergo a regression to the primitive, which in the end will purify and 
clarify his essentially superior character; and from that regression he derives the 
basis and the power for a new and higher leap toward the goal of human 
perfection. (270) 
Kesey's characters quite faithfully follow this narrative structure. Hank's swimming 
of the Wakonda Auga River and the near-mythical proportions it assumes in the minds of Lee 
and the townspeople symbolizes his cut-above-the-rest strength and determination and the 
equal footing he is continually attempting to maintain in his ongoing battle with Nature. The 
climactic fistfight he and Lee engage in is also a moment of purification for both characters. 
As previously discussed, Lee realizes he has to abandon his intellectual pursuits and face 
Hank on a physically combative plane if he is going to succeed in measuring up to him. As 
well, Hank finds that in fighting his brother he regains his sense of self, which he had 
momentarily abandoned after that one singularly crushing day in which he experienced the 
death of Joe Ben, the hospitalization of Henry (who lost an arm in the accident and is weak 
and near death), his beating at the hands of the local goons, and his discovery of Lee's 
seduction of Viv after he swims the river and comes in upon them. It is important that Hank 
briefly gives up his fight to fulfill his logging contract and experiences a moment of weary 
acquiescence and defeat because it is "in the lapses from existential responsibility, the 
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temptations to surrender one's individuality and capacity for resistance, that the main 
characters' ultimate existential choices are most clearly set off (Leeds 63). In fighting Lee 
he renews both his physicality and spirit and releases himself from the burden of outside 
opinion. This release is exemplified by Hank's awareness that Viv is watching the fight. At 
first, he is worried that by fighting Lee he will turn her affections even more to his younger 
brother because he will be showing himself to be an insensitive, brutish thug. This is why he 
at first ignores Lee's goading; Lee is attempting to end Hank's marriage once and for all. By 
discarding this worry Hank re-affirms the essential pragmatism of his character, his 
"intensely existential drive to define himself through independent action" (65). He no longer 
cares about the consequences of his actions because they are too inhibiting; the consideration 
of them leads to spiritual ossification and a deadening stasis of the soul. 
While the townspeople have "in common an inability to break out of the 
predetermined identity pressed upon them by external forces" (65), Hank does not. He 
chooses to be an external force, and not to subscribe to an essentially "deterministic view of 
life" (65). Similarly, it is in fighting Hank that Lee, who up to this point has been of the same 
collective psyche as the townspeople, awakens to the realization that he too can discover a 
sense of self through action. He realizes that "[i]n a fistfight there is a point, after a cheek has 
been split or a nose broken with a sound in your skull like a light bulb being popped in mud, 
when you realize that you have already survived the worst" (615) and so should be afraid of 
nothing. In surviving the logging accident and other traumas, Hank has overcome the worst, 
and in surviving a fight with his dreaded Superman of a brother, Lee too has overcome the 
worst. Thus, there is no point in stopping. The only answer is to keep going, "in a final, 
desperate, quixotic, yet perhaps successful attempt to take logs downstream by themselves 
while angry loggers watch from the river bank" (Oates 176). Such actions cumulatively 
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reassert what Kasson refers to as "the primacy of the white male body against a host of 
challenges that might weaken, confine, or tame it" (8). Lee has risen to Hank's elevated 
status and, as such, excitingly dramatizes "the transformation from weakness to supreme 
strength, from vulnerability to triumph, from anonymity to heroism, from the confinement of 
modern life to the recovery of freedom" (8). Such freedom, while for the most part a mental 
state, is still nonetheless better achieved if one can match up against one's opponents on a 
physical level, with the kind of regression into the primitive that Slotkin writes about. Kesey 
himself was a wrestler who received the "Fred Lowe Scholarship as the outstanding college 
wrestler in the Northwest" (Tanner 8) and the importance he places on physical prowess in 
his writing is likely in large part due to the personal success wrestling brought him. 
McMurphy, who may seem like a kind of primitive to begin with because of his 
calloused and burnished physique, "[h]is face and neck and arms . . . the color of oxblood 
leather from working long in the fields" (Nest 17), his knuckles "covered with scars and cuts" 
(27), and his palms as "smooth and hard as bone" (27), and chooses death over defeat by the 
Combine. Bromden notes that "you never can tell when just that certain one might come in 
who's free enough to foul things up right and left, really make a hell of a mess and constitute 
a threat to the whole smoothness of the outfit" (41). McMurphy's inherent freedom is his 
"regression to the primitive" because it places him outside the realm of the modern society in 
which everyone has a role and everyone is defined by that role. McMurphy pushes his 
regression even further by being willing to die for his freedom, and it is through his death 
that he wins the battle with the Combine because "with the sacrifice of his own manhood he 
buys back the manhood of most of the other inmates" (Waldmeir 415) and Bromden in 
particular. Edward Shorter's interpretation of McMurphy is that "[sjociety persecuted 
McMurphy by locking him in jail a few times and then when he proved too troublesome, 
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[put] him in a psychiatric hospital. The message: Psychiatric patients are not ill, they're 
merely deviant" (275). This message resonated strongly by the late sixties, and the 
antipsychiatry politics of Kesey's novel anticipate those echoed by various "intellectuals both 
in the United States and Europe" (277). Many of them were of the conviction that 
"psychiatry was an illegitimate form of social control and psychiatrists' power to lock people 
up must be abolished with the abolition of institutionalized psychiatric care" (277). 
Despite such a cultural connection to the political trends of the time, McMurphy 
nevertheless remains a descendant of the kind of backwoodsman identified by Turner. He is a 
"trailmaker for civilization, the inventor of new ways" (Turner 270), one who is attempting 
to overthrow the system by providing an alternative to it. A kind of spiritual and attitudinal 
osmosis occurs; McMurphy's death spurs Bromden to take on the role and ideal that 
McMurphy exemplifies. Even so, Bromden is aware of the transitory nature of the role, 
recognizing that in doing battle with the antiseptic evils of a heartless bureaucratic system, all 
one can do is fight until one can fight no more. Bromden knows that he may win some battles 
but he will inevitably lose the war, but winning as many battles for as long as he can is 
enough. Thus, he escapes from the asylum for a life of free will and independence for as long 
as he can hold out. The victory is in one's defiance to a system or group that tries to bend one 
into being something one is not. When McMurphy attacks Nurse Ratched after Billy Bibbit's 
suicide, Bromden notes that "[w]e couldn't stop him because we were the ones making him 
do it. It wasn't the Nurse that was forcing him, it was our need that was making him push 
himself (Nest 267). 
Hank and McMurphy fill the need people have for tangible heroes in the world 
because such heroes instil in them the belief that accomplishments are possible, that human 
endeavours, no matter how futile they may appear (and may in fact be), are less daunting if 
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someone comes along to tackle them. Such characters give people comfort and make the 
world seem a little less overwhelming. This aspect gives Kesey's heroes a resonance lacking 
in Kerouac's work because of the "Kerouac hero's lack of connection with the needs and 
feelings of the community" (Hipkiss 47). Kerouac's characters are isolated, fringe characters, 
almost anti-social due to their dislocated roots, never around long enough to have an impact 
on anyone around them. His true great heroic muse is of course Neil Cassady, whom Kerouac 
often sees in cowboy terms: as "a young Gene Autry . . . a sideburned hero of the snowy 
west" (Road 5). But Cassady's heroic worth - "the manly strength and virtuous idealism" 
(Hipkiss 33) Kerouac sees in him - proved illusory to the mainstream because he and 
Kerouac were both too far removed from it (34) to have much impact on it or anyone else. 
Kesey also sees Cassady as a uniquely energized man and wrote the heroically titled "The 
Day After Superman Died" as an acknowledgement of his affection for him. But he also uses 
Cassady as a touchstone to evaluate the failings of 1960s revolutionary zeal, while at the 
same time finding enough balance to celebrate their iconoclasm and freedom. Instead of still 
finding brilliance in Cassady's stream-of-consciousness, machine-gun paced ramblings as 
Kerouac did, Kesey retroactively sees that Cassady "had never known purpose, that for all 
the sound and fury, those grand flights, those tootings, had all, always, at bottom, been only 
rebop, only the rattle of insects in the dry places of Eliot, signifying nothing" (Box 87). Such 
an evaluation presciently underscores why it is that Cassady proved incapable of being a hero 
to the majority back in the heyday of the Beat Generation. Behind all the noise, there is an 
increasingly desperate emptiness to Cassady that is more alienating than it is inspiring, or 
even reassuring. Outside of Cassady, Kerouac often looks to his fantasies for inspiration 
which, in turn, are drawn from the numerous (comic) books and films he has absorbed. In 
Doctor Sax, for example, he repeatedly "recreates a panoply of chichi villains ranging from 
the vampire Count Condu . . . to La Contessa de Franziano, whose saccharine speech echoes 
any number of cinema seductresses" (Nicosia 397). Kerouac's comic book/movie/cowboy 
influence is introspective at heart and filters primarily his own perceptions; Kesey, despite 
drawing inspiration from a similar starting point, ventures outward with his influences, 
wanting them to provide a template for a certain way of living life. 
Hank and McMurphy, because they show people the value of strength and vital 
independence, become representative of "those new-style Supermen who, sometime just after 
World War II, took over the fantasy of the young" (Fiedler 378-379). Tom Wolfe notes that 
Great Notion'' s "main source of'mythic' reference [i]s not Sophocles or even Sir James 
Frazer b u t . . . yes, Captain Marvel" (46). A general reason as to why Kesey prefers Captain 
Marvel over other superheroes is perhaps offered by Jules Feiffer who, in an examination of 
comic book heroes, notes the following: 
In terms of reader identification, Superman was far too puritanical: if you didn't 
come from this planet you couldn't ever be super - that was that. But the more 
liberal Captain Marvel left the door open. His method of becoming super was 
the simplest of all - no solar systems or test tubes involved - all that was needed 
was the magic word: 'Shazam!' (20) 
In Great Notion, shortly after Lee returns to the Stamper fold, he discovers his old comic 
book collection and ruminates as to why Captain Marvel is the favourite of all his 
superheroes: "[b]ecause Captain Marvel was not continuously Captain Marvel. No. When he 
wasn't flying around batting the heads of archfiends together he was a kid of about ten or 
twelve named Billy Batson" (142). And Billy Batson has a strong appeal to Lee because he 
can relate to him, seeing him for what he is and what he becomes, via a single uttered magic 
word. Lee sees in Billy Batson a "scrawny and ineffectual punk who could be transformed, to 
the accompaniment of lightning and thunder, into a cleft-chinned behemoth capable of 
practically anything" (142). Lee notes that "I always used to try to figure out what my word 
was, my magic phrase that would turn me instantly enormous and invulnerable" (142). As 
Feiffer states, and as Lee himself comes to realize, there is ultimately "great disappointment 
in the word 'Shazam!' As it turned out it didn't work for readers. Other magic words were 
tried. They didn't work either. There are just so many magic words until one feels he's been 
made a fool o f (22). Not only has Lee been "saying the wrong Shazam!" (Notion 147), but 
he has also been "seeking lightning from the wrong source" (147). 
Lee has been looking for the quick fix his entire life, a fact that is underlined by his 
attempted suicide near the beginning of the novel. He does not initially realize that strength is 
not something you are born with, it is something you resolve to have, something you have to 
continuously work at to achieve. As he heads back to Oregon after his suicide attempt, he is 
of two minds about why he tried to kill himself and one of the defeatist thoughts that nags at 
him is that if life is "such a goddamned hassle - why fight it?" (73) But another thought that 
keeps tugging at him and the one that he comes to embrace after his ultimate confrontation 
with Hank is that "if our grand and exhilarating Fight of Life is such a tragically short scrap 
anyway, compared to the eons of rounds before and after - then why should one want to 
relinquish even a few precious seconds of it?" (73). Because this is one of the thoughts 
running through Lee's mind long before his battle with Hank, it illustrates that he has within 
him an unacknowledged realization of what it is that makes the Hanks and the McMurphys of 
the world tick. They understand that life is a stacked deck, that all the odds are against them, 
and that their ultimate fate is the same as everybody else's. That they resist being subjugated 
by forces larger than they are is what makes them heroic, mortal superheroes. We all have 
oscillating, oppositional thoughts of resistance and defeatism, but the choice of which 
thoughts to embrace is purely up to us. The simplicity of this belief, as presented in Kesey's 
works, has been noted by Terry G. Sherwood - in an evaluation of Cuckoo's Nest - as being 
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a method of writing that "embodies that of a caricaturist, the cartoonist, the folk artist, the 
aliegorist. Characterization and delineation of incident are inked in bold, simple, exaggerated 
patterns for obvious but compelling statement" (383). These comments are accurate but only 
up to a point. Jack Hicks notes that the comic book, cartoonish vision of the novel "is a 
recurring mode of perception limited to Bromden's early consciousness" (169) before the 
arrival of McMurphy, when Bromden finds it preferable to live in a world of shrouded fog in 
which the reality of the nurses and orderlies is diaphanous and unreal. 
The fog is symbolic of Bromden's defeatist attitude, as is evidenced when he himself 
states that "the more I think about how nothing can be helped, the faster the fog rolls in" 
(Nest 101). He shrouds reality by tuning out of it, glad when the fog "gets thick enough" so 
that he becomes "lost in it and can let go, and be safe again" (101). Bromden, up until 
McMurphy's arrival, has become so lost in a world of both literal and self-imprisonment that 
he can "only receive the world and have it impinge upon his consciousness, and his only 
weapons are scrambling devices" (Hicks 168) like "[hallucinations, nightmares, and 
fantasies" (168). When McMurphy arrives, his effect on Bromden is obviously a profound 
one, as he becomes a kind of father figure, leading by example. As a result, Bromden begins 
to recall his literal father and how his father's native status reduced him in the eyes of white 
society. The fog begins to lift as Bromden rediscovers his sense of self through memory and 
comes to recognize that he has been unwittingly fulfilling the role afforded him by those 
same type of people who crushed his father's spirit, those people who "first started acting 
like I was too dumb to hear or see or say anything at all" (Nest 178). Talking to Bromden, as 
one buddy to another, McMurphy "functions as a sort of combination lay psychiatrist and 
confessor, precipitating more and more painful and traumatic memories out of Bromden's 
mind until the Chief is able to face his own problems and begin the trip back to manhood" 
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(Leeds 17). The equality McMurphy affords Bromden, in turn, leads Bromden to embrace 
McMurphy's attitude of self-reliance and he, much to his own surprise, discovers both 
independence and strength. He discovers that he has the capacity for initiating activity rather 
than simply accepting and receiving the role that is thrust upon him. McMurphy thus 
functions as something greater than some muscle-bound Popeye who overwhelms the ward 
with both his physical strength and dominating personality. Beneath the bluster there is 
actually a degree of self-aware sensitivity, though such subtlety is sometimes difficult to 
detect because it is most always masked by his kinetic and extroverted nature. As well, 
McMurphy demonstrates qualities that characterize him as being something more substantial 
than a symbolic, one-note cartoon character, even though his primary purpose is still to 
ultimately act as an ideological vehicle for Kesey to express his oversized convictions. 
Bromden notes: 
I'd see him do things that didn't fit with his face or hands, like painting a picture 
at OT with real paints on a blank paper with no lines or numbers anywhere on it 
to tell him where to paint, or like writing letters to somebody in a beautiful 
flowing hand. How could a man who looked like him paint pictures or write 
letters to people or be upset and worried like I saw him once when he got a 
letter back? (NesM 40) 
Thus, although Kesey's characters are big and bold, and are easily categorized as 
good or bad, strong or weak, and along the lines of the superhero/ cowboy /villainous 
archetypes it would be a mistake to assume that they are all purely one-note and lacking in 
any degree of significant character development, despite the symbolic permutations they 
often carry with them. Similar to McMurphy's occasional lowering of defences are those 
moments when Hank also feels the burden of having to be stronger than the rest. When they 
are out logging, just before the disastrous events that devastate a good chunk of his family, 
Henry comes out to assist Hank and Joe Ben and ends up taking over, showing his old vigour 
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and confidence, much to Hank's relief. Hank thinks to himself, "Hot damn . . . the old old 
Henry is back; let him hold the handles a spell while I take a breather" {Notion 490). He is 
perfectly content to let Henry run the show. Again, he notes to himself: 
I'm tired of rassling it. I got other things on my mind. You take it. Me, just turn 
me on and aim me. That's how I'd like it, anyhow. I'm tired, but I'll work. If 
you take over. If you just turn me on and aim me it's fine and dandy with this 
boy. (493) 
Kesey's superhuman protagonists thus show themselves to be very much human, with the 
same vulnerabilities as everyone else; they just feel that to show weakness is in a way 
opening themselves up to the predatory nature of their ideological opposition. 
It is important to note that in Great Notion, Henry's father, Jonas Stamper, unable to 
get used to the overwhelming density of the Oregon forest, with nothing but "things going on 
and on and on" (23), abandons his family for the "comfortable and accustomed^ (23) 
emptiness of Kansas. He later sends Henry a copper bas-relief of Jesus carrying a lamb, 
meant to show Henry the true nature of humility and acceptance, and also that his son lacks 
the kind of Christian love a man should have for his father and his fellow man. It is a copper 
plaque on which the words "Blessed Are the Meek, for They Shall Inherit the Earth. Matt 6" 
are engraved (30). Henry, forever disgusted with what he sees as his father's inherent 
weakness, paints over the plaque "with dull yellow machine paint" (31) and "with one of the 
heavy red pencils used for marking the footage on the end of logs" (31), erases the message 
in favour of one of his own: "NEVER GIVE A INCH!" (31). This message, which on an 
elementary level is defiant because of the grammatical inaccuracy in and of itself, denigrates 
and scoffs at the idea of weakness and the kind of ideology that views men as humble and 
small. The plaque is hung above Hank's crib as a baby and is in plain sight the whole time he 
is growing up, which gives him plenty of time to note repeatedly that "under the gobby 
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machine paint and them curlicue words you could read with your fingers at night when the 
lights went out, 'Blessed are the meek' and so forth and so on" (31). Hank may have Henry's 
bold credo ingrained into his consciousness and may have chosen it as his own personal 
outlook upon life but there is always the lingering knowledge that the meek (as personified 
by the union and 'weak-minded' collectivity of the townspeople) are forever omnipresent, 
ready to rise up and absorb one at the first sign of weakness. Therefore, Hank always feels he 
has to be ready to struggle against this attempted hijacking of his individuality, which is not 
easy at the best of times and certainly not on those occasions when he feels vulnerable and 
tired. Though Hank and McMurphy exemplify a superheroic view of the human condition 
and the potentialities that we all have, all they are really espousing through their actions is the 
belief that "[wjestern democracy include[s] individual liberty" (Turner 212). They are linked 
to those frontiersmen who are "impatient of restraints" (212). They are heroes refracted 
through a combinatory mix of frontier ethos and comic book mythology, which both espouse 
the same attitudes of self-reliance. Since Kesey is in full support of his heroes, it necessarily 
means that his villains are ultimately humiliated and defeated by his worldview. This is 
certainly the case with his greatest villainous creation, Nurse Ratched, and it is because of 
this that he has often been accused of being a misogynist. Such an accusation warrants 
discussion because it is also one that has been levelled against Kerouac. 
From a physical standpoint, Nurse Ratched is wholeheartedly characteristic of 
Kesey's penchant for blunt exaggeration. Her very physique suggests that she would be at 
home in a Russ Meyer or Frank Tashlin film, as there is a preoccupation with her breasts 
throughout Cuckoo's Nest. Bromden, in his description of her as a marvel of inhuman 
efficiency, notes that a "mistake was made somehow in manufacturing, putting those big, 
womanly breasts on what would of otherwise been a perfect work, and you can see how bitter 
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she is about it" (11). And later on, Harding tells McMurphy that "in spite of all her attempts 
to conceal them, in that sexless get-up, you can still make the evidence of some rather 
extraordinary breasts" (66). By creating a character who is so endowed and who continually 
emasculates the men on the ward with her iron rule, Kesey has been accused of presenting a 
sexist creation. She represents the chauvinistic view of a woman who is denying her own 
feminine qualities and, as a result, betraying not only her true self but a woman's 'true role' 
in relation to men, which is to say one of ultimate subservience. Laszlo K. Gefin states the 
following: 
Archetypal and psychoanalytic criticism have variously interpreted Big Nurse's 
big breasts as signs of the Destructive Mother or the Bad Mother; for the 
former, she is a castrator, while for the latter, as Ruth Sullivan noted, the 
inmates 'yearn' that Big Nurse's actions 'should answer the promise of her 
anatomy, the promise of softness and abundant giving one can associate with a 
mother's breast.' (98) 
By not subjugating herself to 'the promise' of her breasts, she is thwarting the expectations of 
the men on the ward and, because of this, they spitefully lock her into a wrathful and grimly 
remorseless role. One question that arises out all this is whether Kesey is consciously 
berating and belittling women because he abhors them or whether he is instead using them as 
part of a larger, more ambitious plan: to emphasize the negative effects of oppression in all 
its guises. 
For some, there is no question that it is the former. Marcia L. Falk, in an incendiary 
letter to the editor of The New York Times, states that Cuckoo's Nest is a "destructive" (452) 
work and that Kesey made Nurse Ratched a woman because he "hates and fears women" 
(453). She writes that the play version of his novel offers the audience a "basic sexist 
dichotomy" (451) in which "women are either dumb and silly . . . or they are shrewd, 
conniving, and malicious (castrating wives, dominating mothers, and a super-powerful 
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domineering nurse)" (451). Contrary to such a negative assessment, Robert Billingsley says 
that it "would be a serious mistake to read the novel as the work of a misogynist. Big Nurse 
and her emasculating ilk are no more truly feminine than the Acutes and Dr. Spivey are truly 
masculine" (qtd. in Tanner 46). Nevertheless, in his portrait of women, and of Nurse Ratched 
in particular, Kesey does reveal his patriarchal assumptions. However, it is still possible to 
read Kesey's works as a critique of institutions and dehumanization. That Kesey is blind to 
his own patriarchal bias is an unfortunate limitation and may also account for why some 
contemporary readers and critics dismiss his work. 
Institutional dehumanization is not a new concept, it is one that is cross-gender. If one 
compares the emasculation that occurs in the novel - and the film for that matter - to a film 
like Stanley Kubrick's Full Metal Jacket, the end results are the same. The drill sergeant of 
that particular 1987 film is a character who is just as inhuman as Nurse Ratched and one 
whose sole purpose is to turn the men into a collective instrument of the military's will. One 
exchange between the sergeant and a recruit occurs when the sergeant, after finding out that 
the recruit is from Texas, launches into him with the now cliched (but continually offensive) 
verbal attack of "Texas. Only steers and queers come from Texas, Private Cowboy. And you 
don't much look like a steer so that kind of narrows it down." Nurse Ratched's methods are 
obviously more subtle than the sergeant's scatological and blistering diatribes but the end 
result is the same: a systematic dehumanization in which individuality and masculinity are 
called into question. She may be deemed a "ball-cutter" (Nest 60) by the men because they 
feel emasculated by her, but military training, in attempting to reduce men and the notion of 
traditional masculinity through 'queer' epithets and other humiliations, does the exact same 
thing (nevertheless, some are likely to still feel that Kesey sees the emasculation of a man by 
a woman as particularly galling and devastating to traditional manhood). 
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To those outside the realm of power - the powerless - the betrayal they feel at the 
hands of the system is accentuated by the fact that Nurse Ratched, no matter how much she 
avoids the fact, is a woman. The Combine seems much more horrific if a woman, 
traditionally symbolic of nurturing and maternal care, can be moulded into an unfeeling and 
sterile entity, completely stripped of the capacity for life. If the Combine can 'de-feminize' 
someone like Nurse Ratched, whose oversized breasts seem antithetical to such a possibility, 
and create a mechanistic ruler in her place, then no one stands a chance against it. When 
McMurphy rips away her uniform to expose her breasts, he is symbolically exposing her 
repressed womanhood - and by extension her humanity - and literally undermining her 
authority as a result. Laszlo K. Gefin feels that McMurphy's attack on Nurse Ratched 
abruptly, albeit briefly, shifts the reader's sympathy in that it is the moment when the 
"victimizer" becomes the "victim" (97). Whatever the case, if the Combine was run by the 
men, such power-trips would be considered unpleasant but little more than part of the 
patriarchal normalcy they have always come to expect. However, to see a woman at the helm 
is disorienting to men whose masculinity is based on the long-held assumption that they are 
the ones who should be the dominant force in any man-woman relationship. This off-kilter 
reality is one of the reasons that Bromden exists in a fog for as long as he does. He cannot 
cope with this reversal of roles and actually helps it to flourish by retreating into a submissive 
state and allowing Nurse Ratched to enforce a deadening and passive environment that gives 
birth to the kind of 'docile bodies' Michel Foucault writes about, a concept that will be 
explored more fully later on. 
As to the inspiration behind Nurse Ratched's creation, Stephen L. Tanner notes that 
there is a tape recording of Kesey in which he and another man discuss their work 
experiences at similar hospitals. Both agreed that "the white nurses were usually hard, tough, 
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and trying to prove something" (47). Because of this perception, Tanner suggests that Nurse 
Ratched may "reflect to some extent a 'pre-Liberation' female personality of the 1950's - the 
woman feeling much alone in asserting herself in a male world and therefore finding it 
necessary to be overly aggressive and domineering in order to prove her worth" (47). 
Whether such women were truly overbearing is perhaps questionable. Such a perception may 
instead be attributable to Kesey and other male employees being unused to female authority 
figures in the face of their own traditional expectations. Whatever the case, Kesey was 
writing the novel as women's roles were continuing to change and some may have found this 
shift towards gender equality difficult to comprehend. This may also account, to some extent, 
for Bromden's father's being an emasculated character at the hands of his wife. His wife is 
white and it is the father who takes her surname, Bromden, as a result. Allegorically, this can 
be seen, in one sense, as the white world attempting to erase Native American individuality 
and culture but, again, the fact that the wife incessantly henpecks the father until he 
essentially gives up on life, provides detractors with another legitimate example from which 
to express their belief in the book's anti-female slant. 
While "Kesey himself feels that charges of sexism in Cuckoo's Nest are unwarranted" 
(47), others feel that his view demonstrates modern society to be a "reflection of womanish 
values - archetypically responsible, cautious, repressive, deceitful, and solemn" (Boyers 
436). While such values seem to be more systematic than womanish, they can still quite 
accurately be said to be reflecting the derogatory notion of a 'nanny state'1 and its intent to 
hinder personal freedom. Ultimately, creating a villainous female character should not, in and 
of itself, label one a misogynist; however, one should not necessarily to turn a blind eye to 
the undoubted negativity that some of the female characters of the novel leave behind. One 
1
 A special thanks to Dr. Jacqueline Holler for bringing this concept to my attention. 
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can perhaps offer the hypothesis that in Kesey's determination to express the waning 
independence he sees in American manhood, female characters end up being casualties of his 
vision and suffer from negative characterizations. Kesey's view is that people prey on the 
weak. Just as some men often prey on the weaknesses of certain women, some women do the 
same to men. If men allow themselves to weaken they will be preyed upon, and the predators 
are just as likely to be those close to them. As Harding tells McMurphy: "we're not in here 
because we are rabbits - we'd be rabbits wherever we were - we're all in here because we 
can't adjust to our rabbithood. We need a good strong wolf like the nurse to teach us our 
place" (Nest 61). True, the idea of emasculation at the hands and minds of females probably 
seemed more frightening, forceful, and symbolically meaningful (and less sexist than it does 
now) in the 'pre-Liberation' days, as Tanner puts it, but the idea that one's acquiescence into 
docility leads to being bullied and demeaned is universal. In any event, it is perhaps 
undeniable that Cuckoo's Nest is as horrific as it sometimes is because of the very fact that 
the antagonist is a woman. It certainly increases the conflict and the political implications in 
terms of the traditional stereotypes being negatively applied to strong-minded women. 
Nevertheless, the assertion that Kesey hates and fears women is unfair and short-sighted, 
particularly in consideration of his subsequent writings. 
In Great Notion, Henry's second wife, Myra, eventually leaves him and goes back 
East. It is there that she commits suicide. Hank's wife, Viv, is a stronger character, but still 
feels stifled in the isolating machismo of the Stamper home. Barry H. Leeds notes a "prison 
motif that is "echoed by the bird cages owned by both Viv and Myra, which link them 
symbolically" (72). Myra's inability to find any sense of self in the household is again 
echoed in Viv, who is treated with condescension and dismissiveness by Hank for wanting to 
be an "Informed Female" (Notion 129), for wanting something beyond the restrictive 
58 
confines of the Stamper house. The narrow perception Hank has of Viv is demonstrated early 
on in a flashback scene detailing when they first met. Viv tells Hank all the things she wants 
in life, some of them simple and unusual "like a page-boy" haircut but Hank tells her that he 
likes it better with "it all hanging and swinging" (161). Later on, he tells her that he wonders 
what her hair would look like black (246), an unconscious yearning to recreate his 
stepmother, Myra. At the novel's end, despite her love for both Hank and Lee, she realizes 
that she will always be subservient and essentially irrelevant in their masculine world. The 
fact that both choose to fight each other for themselves instead of for her is proof of this. 
While waiting in the town saloon for a bus to arrive so she can leave, she recalls the 
promise she made to herself as a young girl: "that the man I marry is going to have to agree 
to me cutting my hair short. That was one of the first things, the hair, I remember" (625). Viv 
reclaims her independence by the novel's end. Though both brothers are too callously 
immersed in their desire to finish what they started in regards to fulfilling their lumber 
contract, she nonetheless achieves what Myra, in killing herself, could not: a renewed sense 
of self. That both Hank and Lee lose her and let her go illustrates their self-absorption. Viv is 
an intelligent and sympathetic figure caught in a world that takes her for granted and 
pigeonholes her in a limited, wifely role; Kesey is sympathetic with her all through the novel. 
In the Grandma Whittier stories he also abandons his macho stance for the first-
person narration of an eighty-six-year-old woman patterned after his Grandmother Smith 
(Tanner 133). She is "a delightful character, full of spunk and self-effacing humor. . . Her 
common sense, compassion, and sensitivity to the feelings of others win our sympathy, and 
she possesses the vernacular charm that is one of Kesey's primary strengths" (135). In the 
story "Good Friday" she is a survivor and, in her own way, as much a grabber of life as Hank 
or McMurphy, in spite of (or perhaps because of) her acute awareness that her life is quickly 
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moving toward its inevitable end, "until only the bare cold bones of a future [are] left, naked, 
with no more fibs, nor birthday cakes, nor presents and doodads. For ever and evermore" 
(Box 300). Such characters help to repudiate the charges that Kesey is anti-woman, but 
because there has been a lesser interest in everything he has written subsequent to Cuckoo's 
Nest, the opinion that he is a misogynist remains a label that he has not been able to shake. 
Nevertheless, the overall secondary role that women play in Kesey's male-centred 
worldview inevitably reduces them and their individuality. In this respect, Kesey is 
somewhat on par with Kerouac's opinion of women, though in his later writings Kesey tries 
to correct the limitations of this viewpoint. In an interview with Paul Krassner, Kesey states 
the following: 
Women's Lib was the real issue in Notion. I didn't know this when I wrote it, 
but think about it. It's about men matching egos and wills on the battleground of 
Viv's unconsulted hide. When she leaves at the end of the book, she chooses to 
leave the only people she loves for a bleak and uncertain but at least equal 
future. (Garage Sale 218). 
Kerouac, however, remains sexist throughout his writings. Kerouac's self-absorption hinders 
his ability to see women as anything other than "a biological trap" (Hipkiss 23) in which the 
"woman asks the m a n . . . to be responsible for her and the children at the expense of his own 
freedom and desire for self glory" (24). They are necessary only on an essentially primal 
level, to quell a man's "wild need . . . for thighs, for torn-up passion, for drunkenness, and 
fatiguing sate [sic], and calamitous fury" (Kerouac, Windblown 116). Even though he sees 
men as having strong sexual needs, he hypocritically views women who engage in sexual 
activities as whores attempting to seduce and trap a man into marriage. Their main goals are 
base and witless: to "absentmindedly, greedily screw in bed; and absentmindedly raise 
children; and absentmindedly die; to lie in an absentminded grave - and let God worry about 
the rest" (206). Such a harsh and reductive view of women makes Kesey seem progressive 
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and sensitive by comparison. Kerouac's view of women is largely dismissive because his 
primary concern is with the self. By and large, his works are apolitical, and this differs 
substantially from Kesey, whose examination of the self reverberates outward to encompass 
larger viewpoints. Kesey's works are far more political in their implications as they - through 
fictional means - question the validity of socially entrenched mores and systems and 
demonstrate how they function to undermine individualism at every opportunity. 
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Chapter Three - The Cold War Individual vs. the System 
Albert Camus notes that one recognizes absurdity through an awareness of the 
constant "solitary effort" involved in the "day-to-day revolt" (Sisyphus 55) of life. This 
revolt, in turn, gives one proof of his or her "only truth which is defiance" (55). This 
defiance, so essential to many of Kesey's protagonists, is twofold in the awareness it 
provides to the reader. Not only does it hold a mirror up to individual possibility but it also, 
in the same moment, provides an image of the oppositional flipside of individuality: the 
group dynamic or, to put it less euphemistically, a society consisting primarily of a stultifying 
herd mentality. In his writing, Kesey invites the reader to ask if his characters are 
representative of a larger social commentary (and a reaction to the Cold War mentality in 
which they exist) or if they are merely to be taken for who they are, in the fictional settings 
that they occupy. Raymond Williams, in a discussion of culture, writes: 
There is a simple theoretical distinction between alternative and oppositional, 
that is to say between someone who simply finds a different way to live and 
wishes to be left alone with it, and someone who finds a different way to live 
and wants to change society in that light. ("Base" 385) 
Kesey's two most famous protagonists, McMurphy and Hank Stamper, are examples of the 
former, rebels who essentially just want to live their lives on their own terms rather than 
change any kind of inherent system. However, there is actually "often a very narrow line, in 
reality, between alternative and oppositional" (385), which makes the actions of these 
characters take on grander, more profound implications. Such characters clarify their 
alternative methods of living through action and direct speech. Conversely, they muddy the 
clarity and meaning of the dominant culture. The dominant culture, in turn, becomes 
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defensive, seeing such characters "not merely as disregarding or despising" all that it stands 
for, "but as challenging it" (385) as well. 
Kesey's dominant characters recognize that "freedom is more an attitude of mind than 
the result of physical circumstances, that it is not so much a form of resistance to external 
sources, but an affirmation of individual autonomy exemplified by the notion of choice" 
(McKercher 247). This is not to suggest that the "resistance to external forces" does not exist, 
but it is born out of a need for self-preservation because of the dominant culture's insistence 
that the characters conform to its standards. Thus, because there is such a polarization of 
sides it is easy, and often preferable, to side with Kesey's characters because they represent 
rebellion, individuality, and the pursuit of freedom. However, if one analyzes the paths taken 
by Kesey's rebels, certain questions arise that, to some readers, suggest Kesey's unwavering 
belief in individuality is not without its own negative repercussions. The pursuit of freedom 
can lead to results both tragic and unnecessary, and this pursuit is also limited in that it seems 
to convey a message as narrow and inflexible as the one it opposes. In its own way then, true 
independence and freedom is just as problematic as the structured, shackling confines of the 
dominant culture. As well, some see a mixed message in Kesey's work in that he, in one 
instance, advocates dynamic individualism, but in the next instance seems to abandon it in 
acknowledgement of the need for some sort of communal spirit. Because of this assertion that 
Kesey is sometimes at odds with his own message of individual struggle and resistance, there 
has been some debate over whether his works, in particular Great Notion, adhere to the tenets 
of existentialism or whether they ultimately reject it in favour of something more hopeful. 
Certainly, Michael D. C. Drout feels that the latter view is the correct way to view 
Kesey's mindset. He sees Hank Stamper not as someone responsible to his fate but rather as 
someone Kesey fashioned "in the image of archetypes out of the dim mythic past of the 
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Beowulfpoet Hank is the dominating, triumphant hero of the Germanic past, Americanized 
and brought into the modern age . . . one who exemplifies a type of courage that can rise 
above entropy and even death" (131). Drout insightfully points to several instances in which 
Kesey alludes to Beowulf, with the allusion particularly evident in the metaphorical use of 
Henry Stamper's severed arm as the novel's ultimate symbol of defiance. The arm serves as a 
bookend to the novel. It is noted early, "twisting and untwisting, swaying stiffly at the end of 
a line tied to the tip of a large fir pole . . . jutting out of the top story window" (Notion 2) with 
all the fingers but the middle one tied down, "leaving that rigid and universal sentiment lifted 
with unmistakable scorn to all that came past" (9). The novel then flashes back, gradually 
moving forth to this moment once again, at the novel's end, in which the arm is "dangling in 
front of the dogs," twisting and slowly untwisting "in the billowing rain" (628). 
Drout draws a parallel between these scenes and the moment when Beowulf defeats 
Grendel by wrenching "off the monster's arm" (137) and the "next morning [when] the 
celebrating troops in Heorot" hang Grendel's arm from the rafters (137): "[t]he display of the 
arm represents Beowulf s victory in re-establishing the security of the hall as a barrier against 
the dark and chaotic world outside" (137). This representation has been appropriated by 
Kesey in order to portray the re-affirmation of Stamper individuality and provide readers, as 
well as the novel's secondary characters, with a "universal symbol of rebellion" (138). 
Because this symbol is one of the novel's final images, the work ends on a defiant note, with 
the feeling that victory is at hand and that the good guys have won out. Thus, it is Hank and 
Lee's attempt to take the log booms downriver and fulfill their lumber contract at the novel's 
end that Drout sees as precluding the work from being a true existential text. The reason for 
this is because Hank's cause is ultimately victorious and not part of an endlessly repetitive 
and ultimately defeatist "absurd quest" (131). Drout does not feel that the novel is consistent 
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with one of Camus' "lost causes" (131) in which victory is always temporary at best. No, 
Drout sees Hank's victory as a moment that trumps the existential mindset: "Kesey 
demonstrates that a modern sensibility is not incompatible with a belief in the power of 
human beings to triumph against overwhelming odds through the application of simple, 
indomitable will" (140). But this argument is somewhat specious because it does little to 
discount Camus' observation that "during every day of an unillustrious life, time carries us. 
But a moment always comes when we have to carry it" (Sisyphus 19). Now, in the context of 
Great Notion, its setting, and various characters, Hank can hardly be viewed as one who lives 
an "unillustrious life" but he is certainly situating himself "in relation to time" (20). In this 
respect, Hank is more than willing to take "his place in it" (20). His final actions at the 
novel's end demonstrate that "he admits that he stands at a certain point on a curve that he 
acknowledges having to travel to its end" (20). However, Lee is representative of an 
"unillustrious life" and, through his fistfight with Hank and his ultimate decision to join him 
on the log booms, has finally reached the moment where he is willing to do battle in what, in 
the big scheme of things, is an inconsequential fight. By attempting to finish their job they 
are engaging in another of life's absurd quests. There is no proof that they will even succeed 
in their quest (though the reader leaves the novel fully expecting them to, if only because 
success is desirable) and certainly no indication that it will be their final act of defiance. 
Kesey's protagonists are aligned to Camus' belief in the absurdity of life. Like in 
Sisyphus, they see life as a rock they must push uphill (as evidenced, for example, in Hank's 
daily ritual of checking the house's foundation, and in McMurphy's continual rejection of 
ward rules). They do not convey the malaise of the general population, and instead exhibit 
the attitude necessary to weather life's repetitive hardships. This attitude is key, in large part 
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because the novel displays Kesey's consciousness of the then-current Cold War and the fear 
it instilled in American society. 
John Lewis Gaddis makes the point that Americans were deeply concerned that if the 
Soviet influence in Europe in the postwar years "became widespread," then there was the 
very real threat that a "'bandwagon' effect might ensue" (42). If other countries became 
communist, then the United States, which "had viewed itself as both apart and a model for 
the rest of the world. . . could hardly . . . [regard] with equanimity evidence that its example 
was no longer relevant" (42). If communism flourished, "who was to say that, buoyed by 
success in Europe, the totalitarian instinct might not take place in the United States as well?" 
(43) However, even if totalitarianism did not take root in the United States, the ubiquity of it 
in other countries would still be the ruination of America's current way of life. The reason for 
this is that "American goods would be frozen out of foreign markets and American military 
forces would have to maintain a permanent war footing" (Bymes 15). This would cause there 
to "be significant strains on the American economy, high levels of taxation, and the 
regimentation of society in such a way as to destroy the American way of life" (15). Even 
more worrisome than the fear of totalitarianism in America was the fear of no America at all. 
Even an oft-perceived hawk like one-time CIA director Allen Dulles was not ignorant of this 
possibility. He privately acknowledged that "[there exists,] throughout the world, a growing, 
and not unreasonable, fear that nuclear weapons are expanding at such a pace as to endanger 
human life on this planet" (qtd. in Gaddis 143). 
Safer notes that "Kesey, like other American novelists of the absurd and black 
humo[u]r, alludes to our post-World War society in which the memory of the bombing of 
Hiroshima offers constant pain" (229). She strengthens this assertion with a particularly 
telling quotation from the novel: "That mighty first boom was only the faintest murmur of an 
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explosion that is still roaring down on us and always will be" (529) and notes that these 
"memories undermine the heroic, pioneering spirit and emphasize the ephemeral nature of 
things" (Safer 229). (However, it should be stressed that it is not necessarily a function of 
literature to imagine a reliable and trustworthy world.) When Hank returns home from the 
Korean War he senses that there is "something off kilter" {Notion 150). He feels that 
everyone is full of an odd, "alert preoccupation" (151), and this irritates him. His uneasiness 
and confusion over this fact is summed up in this passage: 
Dammit, he'd just returned from a police action that had taken more lives than 
the First World War, to find the Dodgers in a slump, frozen apple pie just like 
Mom useta make in all the supermarkets, and a sour stench in the sweet land of 
liberty he'd risked his life defending. Plus an unusual foreign worry on the 
Average American Guy he'd just saved from the insidious peril of Communism. 
What the hell was wrong? There was a kind of bland despair and the sky was 
filled with tinfoil. (151) 
This feeling of unease is both vague and consuming, uncomfortably characterized by a 
general inarticulateness. Similar to Safer's opinions about the War's effect on society, are 
those noted by Norman Mailer in his 1957 essay, "The White Negro." Mailer writes that, in 
regard to those who experienced the hells of World War II, both directly and indirectly, that 
"[pjrobably, we will never be able to determine the psychic havoc of the concentration camps 
and the atom bomb upon the unconscious mind of almost everyone alive in these years" 
(209). As well, in the years subsequent to these horrors, he notes that 
we have been forced to live with the suppressed knowledge that the smallest 
facets of our personality or the most minor projection of our ideas, or indeed the 
absence of ideas and the absence of personality could mean equally well that we 
might still be doomed to die as a cipher in some vast statistical operation . . . . 
(209) 
In Mailer's view, one that more didactically parallels those of Kesey's adventurous and 
action-oriented protagonists, it is from this societal aura of bleakness into which the (in this 
case American) existentialist was born. For, "if the fate of twentieth-century man is to live 
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with death from adolescence to premature senescence" (210), then the best and most 
satisfying way to respond to such oppressive stultification is "to set out on that uncharted 
journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self (211). 
For the twentieth century's citizens there are no more theoretical musings about 
having the potential to destroy ourselves; there is now palpable proof- via the Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki bombings and the various concentration camp atrocities - that we are both able and 
willing to do it. The threat of mass slaughter and organized genocide are now an unfortunate 
possibility for humanity, though for most of us the threat of annihilation seems to originate 
from insidious and organized forces more powerful than we are, forces that we cannot 
control. We are subjected to these forces, and the threat they present, every single day. One 
emotional characteristic stemming from this threat is a pervasive sense of distrust. In World 
War Two, Russia had been an ally of the West and now it had suddenly become the enemy. 
Such a new and developing reality 
required a significant shift in outlook on the part of some Americans, while 
reinforcing long-standing suspicions on the part of others. For all, the hope that 
true world peace would follow this most horrible of world wars was shattered" 
(Byrnes 48). 
Kesey makes it known that similarities exist between what went on during wartime 
and what was going on in then-current society. Naivete and sensitivity are being manipulated 
by real world hardness. To survive, one must combat these new conditions, not give in to 
them. McMurphy, like Hank, is a veteran of the Korean War. Although dishonourably 
discharged, McMurphy received a "Distinguished Service Cross in Korea, for leading an 
escape from a Communist prison camp" (44). When, during a group therapy meeting, the 
participants gang up against Harding, McMurphy later notes that this incident was both 
shameful and disturbing, employing methods that reminded him of when he "was back in a 
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Red Chinese prison camp . . . " (62). Such a statement illustrates that no one wants to offend 
Nurse Ratched because she is the demonstrable authority figure on the ward and everyone 
fears that by not siding with her they will be viewed as being against her, and thus the 
potential recipients of various reprimands. The men of the ward have been cowed and 
diminished by the threat of disciplinary action and are willing to betray each other in order to 
escape it. Thus, on a minute scale, the overwhelming Cold War mindset that so dominantly 
figured in the society of the time reconfigures itself and finds its outlet in the neurotic 
feelings of insignificance and helplessness in the men on the ward. 
By reducing his canvas to a dissection of patients in a mental ward, Kesey's message, 
contradictorily, becomes more expansive and all-encompassing. Thus, "if... we read . . . 
[the novel] as a paradigm of the predicament of modern man, we find the entire world a 
nuthouse" (Miller, Jr. 399). In continuing on with the parallel between the restrictions - both 
mental and literal - between the men on the ward and the conditions found in the systems and 
structures of the West's Cold War (i.e., totalitarian) opposition, one notes an insightful 
passage later on in the novel. In it, Nurse Ratched tells McMurphy that she and the staff have 
discussed his case and come to the conclusion that "it might be beneficial if he receive some 
shock therapy - unless he realizes his mistakes. All he has to do is admit he was wrong, to 
indicate, demonstrate rational contact, and the treatment would be cancelled this time" (235-
236). Having trapped McMurphy into a catch twenty-two, 'you're damned if you do and 
damned if you don't,' he says to her, "Hooee, those Chinese Commies could have learned a 
few things from you, lady" (236). Although hyperbolic, such comments serve to indicate 
McMurphy's belief that when it comes to the ward he, and all the others housed there, for 
that matter, are in a no-win situation. The methods employed by Nurse Ratched and her 
minions are both crippling and crafty. These methods, under the guise of therapy, are two-
pronged in that they deny the assertion of any form of individual expression and, as a result, 
negate the men's ability to unify and obliterate the emotional effects their tormentors inflict 
upon them. According to James F. Knapp, McMurphy's desire to have the men fight against 
such methods contradicts the novel's themes. However, there is no reason that great literature 
cannot be contradictory or address the paradoxes of life. Knapp perceives a contradiction 
when he reflects that "surely Kesey cannot be affirming a vital individualism, whose price is 
personal isolation, at the same time that he offers a vision of the necessity of inter-
dependence and mutual brotherhood" (398). 
Kesey sees conformity and submission as a forfeiture of one's individuality and 
freedom, and to meekly toe the company line and follow the rules of a repressive system, 
whatever that system may be, is to be a slave. Tangential to this belief, Albert Camus notes 
that "[t]he slave who opposes his master is not concerned . . . with repudiating his master as a 
human being. He repudiates him as a master" {Rebel 23). Kesey despises the objectification 
of the individual and the unwillingness of the "master" to grant the individual his or her 
inherent right to be free. This unwillingness to acknowledge one's right is where rebellion 
stems from. Certain individuals, finding subjugation deplorable and unacceptable, attempt to 
assert their independence, to make it known that their lives have a meaning independent of 
what the system claims they have. For them, "[a]n act of rebellion... seems like a demand 
for clarity and unity. The most elementary form of rebellion, paradoxically, expresses an 
aspiration to order" (23). This paradox - rebellion as a means to create order - is at the crux 
of Kesey's apparent thematic contradiction in regards to interdependence and individualism. 
In Cuckoo's Nest there is indeed an expression of the need for interdependence. McMurphy 
wants the men to reject the rigid routines that a mechanical system has drummed into them. 
He advocates creating a kind of brotherhood (to use the term loosely) rooted in spontaneity 
and free will. For Kesey, "America has become a lonely crowd of organization men, offering 
its alliance only to those who are willing to pay the price for strict conformity" (Knapp 400). 
Kesey comes from an era in which suburban life began to flourish and it too is tied to this 
idea of conformity in that "[a]s far as social values are concerned, suburbia is the ultimate 
expression of the interchangeability so sought by organization" (Whyte Jr. 298). Through this 
organizing principle, which has its force and power in what William H. Whyte Jr. has simply 
termed as the "The Organization" (3), the middle class has given their body and spirit to the 
uniform idea of America's "great self-perpetuating institutions" (3). As a result, there has 
been a general and all-encompassing "declassification" (298) of people. And everyone has 
become bland and robotic through such declassification as a result. 
McMurphy's growing sense of injustice supersedes his initial attitude of self-interest, 
forcing him to take on the role of a "beleaguered warrior-Christ" (Knapp 411). Bromden 
notes of him that "[i]t was like he signed on for the whole game and there wasn't any way of 
him breaking his contract" (Nest 260). He is willing to martyr himself to save the men, to 
instil and preserve for them the belief that one's soul and integrity are worth fighting for. 
Joseph J. Waldmeir notes that McMurphy's character transition "is a strange and 
preposterous role . . . since [he] retains his anti-heroic qualities throughout this transition" 
(416). Waldmeir feels that this role is further emphasized when the prostitute Candy calls 
him "a McMurphy, as if he were a condition or a state of being" (416). In a twentieth-century 
world, "such a hero, individualistic to the point of disaffiliation but at the same time altruistic 
to the point of self-sacrifice, is by definition absurd" (416-417). Of such a person, Camus 
notes: 
If he prefers the risk of death to the negation of the rights that he defends, it is 
because he considers these rights more important than himself. Therefore he is 
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acting in the name of certain values which are indeterminate but which he feels 
are common to himself and all men. (Rebel 15-16) 
Therefore, although Kesey espouses the need for individualism, he also acknowledges 
that this need is common to all humans. It is merely a matter of releasing this need from the 
dormant state it is in as a result of the oppressive, unrelenting infringement of strict societal 
order. Knapp sees Kesey's vision as one in which his rejection of modern society would lead 
to "a new community based on serf [sic] -sacrifice and mutual dependency" (411). However, 
Knapp argues that this community would be as reductive as our current society in its results, 
since it would become a community of "the elect, and, set in opposition to a world of 
outsiders he [Kesey] regards as unenlightened or downright evil, it would offer no vision of 
the larger, inclusive society" (411-412). The "outsiders" that Knapp refers to include both 
those in societal control and those under societal control. The "evil" that Knapp refers to are 
the powerful and indifferent forces that have thrust their will upon the ever-wearying masses. 
This view is consistent with Kesey's in that, as he states in an interview with Robert Faggen, 
"evil is always the thing that seems to control" (75). But, Kesey does not necessarily view the 
"unenlightened" as outsiders because of his belief, as earlier stated, in the common thread of 
individuality. In paradoxical terms, people's unique differences are their one collective 
similarity, which makes everyone a potential member of his "elect" community. They need 
only assert their uniqueness to be a part of it. Though they are all part of the same redundant 
cycle of enervated existence, Kesey, again in Faggen's interview with him, states that "the 
real villain is not entropy. It's the notion that entropy is the only choice" (75). This notion is 
characteristic of the "larger, inclusive society" and Kesey's rebels, by virtue of their actions, 
offer an alternative choice. This alternative of individual freedom will likely only stem from 
a small number of people, since societal entropy is too dominant and entrenched for most 
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people to overcome. And so, Kesey's "new community" is small by default, not by design, as 
Knapp suggests. Without individualism there can be no unity because everyone - as 
exemplified by the petty backstabbings and bickerings that exist in places such as mental 
wards and trade unions - is acting on behalf of what they are told is right (i.e., the policies of 
authority) rather than what they know is right (i.e., the need to be one's self). 
A valid and pertinent question that inevitably arises from Kesey's belief in a better, 
freer, alternative society has been broached by John A. Barnses: 
[I]s the side of good always that of the American Hero? Does an engaging 
personality, physical superiority, love of nature in her many moods, unswerving 
loyalty to the ideal of individuality, automatically range one on the side of 
righteousness? Are ordinary folk in their tired confusion and their puerile 
actions to be so contemptuously brushed aside? Is civilization always the 
corruptive betrayer? (426) 
Kesey's strong characters have an element of Neitzsche's superman about them, but Antonio 
Gramsci notes that "in the popular character of the 'superman'," there is "more of the 'prima 
donna' than the superman about them" (358). They are also characterized by certain 
"childish ambitions to be the 'top of the class', but especially the ambition to be considered 
and proclaimed as such" (358). The "childish ambitions" about which Gramsci writes are 
certainly evident in the actions of Kesey's protagonists. Knapp notes that in both Cuckoo's 
Nest and Great Notion, Kesey's protagonists resort to pranks to subvert systems and 
institutions: "McMurphy succeeds in destroying the order of the ward . . . not through any 
kind of direct attack on the system," but rather by "refusing to speak the language which 
sustains it. His most telling weapons are jokes, games, obscenity, make-believe, verbal 
disrespect" (400-401). Hank also demonstrates a similar, subversive attitude when he hangs 
Henry's arm out the house. He is illustrating his defiance to the union and its authority. 
Nevertheless, his act is also an "audacious, childish prank" (402). Such actions, Knapp 
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argues, while microscopically effective in the way they disrupt the system, are ultimately 
"powerless" (403). 
But Kesey imbues both characters with a self-awareness about such actions. 
McMurphy's "crude strength and cocky self-centeredness are manifestations in character of 
an underlying moral strength and a salutary self-respect" (Tanner 51). He also eventually 
realizes that the game he is playing has higher stakes than just putting a "betsy bug up that 
nurse's butt" (Nest 69) and that his schoolboy pranks and desire to be the 'bull goose looney' 
of the ward have a larger, more significant meaning. He is fighting not just a turf war but a 
war in which a loss means the permanent hijacking of the souls of all the men on the ward, 
men who have invested perhaps their last vestiges of hope in him. Conversely, Hank has 
already wearied of his youthful displays of victory and one-upmanship over everyone who 
challenges him. His "prank" with Henry's arm is more of an afterthought, a kind of icing on 
the cake for one determined to deliver his death blow to the union that opposes him. But, are 
such actions necessarily acceptable merely because both characters' belief that the fight for 
one's self gives them each a free pass to act on whatever whims or thoughts cross their 
minds? For Kesey, the answer is yes, and for many readers the answer may likely be yes as 
well, because most readers want to be shown that self-reliance "works, and they want to be 
shown that the weak can become strong, the cowardly brave, and the impotent potent" 
(Tanner 50) (though for some readers such an attitude may seem delusional and thus, 
pointless). Further, such a rousing response to the novels is perhaps inevitable because of the 
way in which Kesey so bluntly defines his characters. Barnses sees Kesey's world in similar 
terms. He sees it as one in which the white hats are the heroes; the black hats are the villains; 
and the gray hats are all the subordinate characters who will turn good if they are bad and bad 
if they are good" (427). What this means, in regard to the "gray hats" is that if they rebel (i.e., 
act "bad") they are good and if they remain conformists or enforcers of systemic rule (i.e., act 
"good) then they will align themselves with the villains. What Kesey does in his two great 
novels is something that looks back to a basic and familiar form of literary expression that 
many readers are comfortable with - and approving of- and one that "his native region 
always seems to induce: [he has written] a pair of westerns" (428). 
Kesey's assertion that civilization is, as Barnses phrases it, "always the corruptive 
betrayer" rings true precisely because he is tapping into the romantic myth of the American 
West, of his country's forefathers and adventurers, those pioneers of strong and fearless 
independence who built the country precisely because they followed their adventurous and 
pragmatic muses. Such an attitude is consistent with Turner's discussion of the "men of the 
Western Waters" (183). Turner notes that such men 
broke with the old order of things, subordinated social restraint to the freedom 
of the individual... hotly challenged the right of the East to rule them, 
demanded their own States, and would not be refused, spoke with contempt of 
the old social order of ranks and classes in the lands between the Alleghenies 
and the Atlantic, and proclaimed the ideal of democracy for the vast country 
which they entered. (183) 
This quotation also underlines another reason as to why the seeming paradox exists in 
Kesey's belief of both independence and interdependence. To achieve independence one 
must be interdependent with certain segments of one's American ancestry: the actions set 
forth by certain 'non-Eastern' (that is to say non-urbanized) individuals. In other words, if 
one inhabits the attitudes of the past, those attitudes that built the American West, then one 
can live according to one's ideals. For some, these ideals must be re-discovered, but for 
others, it is their birthright and they merely perpetuate what they have always been brought 
up to know. This is definitely evident in the character of Hank who, from the cradle, was 
brought up to 'NEVER GIVE A INCH!' 
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As a tangential discussion to this idea of Hank's birthright, Louis Althusser writes 
that "[e] very one knows how much and in what way an unborn child is expected" {Lenin 176) 
and that "it is certain in advance that it will bear its Father's Name, and will therefore have an 
identity and be irreplaceable" (176). The child becomes a subject to a "familial ideological 
configuration," one that is, "in its uniqueness, highly structured, and . . . it is in this 
implacable and more or less 'pathological' structure" that the subject will have to find his or 
her "place" (176). Certainly, Hank found his place in the stringently defiant attitude of the 
Henry Stamper family early. As for Lee, because his mother was an Eastern 'outsider,' his 
place was not so clearly defined. Henry sees him as weak. Since he already has Hank to carry 
the Stamper torch, so to speak, he allows the Stamper brand to dissipate by allowing Lee to 
return East with his mother, to take up schooling and other 'non-vital' preoccupations. Upon 
his return to Oregon, Lee finds that his vitality and coherent sense of self can only be 
obtained through the Western ways of Hank and his father. The civility of the East has only 
served to soften him, and his scholastic achievements seem facile and incongruous in the face 
of those 'true' challenges that involve both physicality and mental toughness. 
However, some are likely to remain unconvinced that the side chosen by this kind of 
American hero is always the right side, no matter how strikingly Kesey presents his 
protagonists, and no matter how severely he denounces their foils. Irving Malin, despite 
finding Cuckoo's Nest a "stylistically brilliant first novel" (434), is nonetheless troubled. He 
feels that Kesey is "less concerned with ideas than he should be. There are the 'good guys' 
and the 'bad guys.' The Combine is dismissed quickly, but we wonder whether it is enough 
to proclaim the insanity of the system" (432). Malin believes that "after all, there are still 
some 'rational' adults who realize its falseness and still function in it" (432). He finds 
Kesey's belief in frontier values and a return to Nature as a solution to the ills of the 
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Combine and its ilk to be both narrow and naive, inapplicable to a great deal of society. 
"Nature - the woods, the stream, sex and family - is praised without philosophical probing. 
What if we don't fish? Can we still be human?" (432) Malin asks, by way of response to 
Kesey's frontier bent. The quick answer to such questions is yes and that everything is 
relative. For Kesey, because he stems from such a traditional lifestyle, the answer to the ills 
of contemporary society of course lies in the natural and the American ideology of 
independence that was carved from such a landscape. Kesey's belief in personal freedom and 
independence are synonymous with his comfort level in the frontier. He is emblematic of the 
type of pioneer ideal that Turner writes about. Kesey's characters are determined to break 
free from the routinized normalcy that defines everyone around them. They are on a kind of 
"quest after the unknown," a "yearning 'beyond the sky line, where the strange roads go 
down'," which is "of the very essence of the backwoods pioneer" (Turner 271). Fishing, to 
put it broadly, is indeed an appropriate answer because it reduces everything to simplicity 
and what Kesey sees as an inbred desire to fend for one's self.1 
When McMurphy charters the boat and takes the men fishing, the reader can view it 
as "an extended figure of Christ and his disciples, an instance of McMurphy as fisher of 
men" (Hicks 174). However, he is leading the men "not to immortality but back into [the] 
physical world" (174). Fishing becomes an allegory for achieving freedom and personal 
success through one's innate abilities, whatever those abilities may be. If one cannot fish, that 
is to say if one cannot be free to be whoever one truly is, then one is a victim of the Combine 
and trade unions and other such homogenizing forces. However, as Terry G. Sherwood notes, 
"[t]here is [ultimately] little hope that the Combine can be defeated. Only limited defiance is 
1
 One should also note that technology in and of itself is not rejected by Kesey either - which Malin's 
comments imply - so long as the individual is using it for his/her own means and not being victimized 
by it. This can be noted in the use of logging equipment, i.e., the chainsaw, to 'tame' the wilderness. 
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possible" (395), and for someone like Harding, for example, this defiance can only be 
realized if he accepts "his homosexual inclinations" (396). So, if Kesey is suggesting that 
Harding's freedom hinges on being a self-acknowledged homosexual, then Kesey should not 
be boxed into the role of someone whose message unequivocally labels him a frontiersmen 
defined by unfettered, old-fashioned machismo. Kesey and his protagonists may be typed as 
such, but his message is much wider than that. He feels that being true to one's self- a 
linchpin component to the values of America's pragmatic ancestry - is the virtue that defines 
one as being a successful individual, particularly in the face of opposition. And, as such 
virtue was a driving element in the conquering of the West, it is one that Kesey believes 
should be preserved if one is to conquer any new frontiers. Turner writes that "[i]f, indeed, 
we ourselves were not pioneers, our fathers were, and the inherited ways of looking at things, 
the fundamental assumptions of the American people, have all been shaped by this 
experience of democracy on its westward march" (264). Thus, while Harding's true self may 
not conform to the traditional myth of the frontiersman, the dependence of his personal well-
being - through freedom of action and thought - does. 
Related to Turner's assertion is a statement by Richard Slotkin, who notes that a 
central theme of the Frontier Myth "is that of a man seeking self-renewal on the Frontier after 
experiencing moral and material ruin in the political and social struggles of the Metropolis" 
(163). Thus, true regeneration for Harding will only occur if and when he rejects the 
repressive therapy of the ward and discovers himself in a climate of self-earned freedom. 
Such a statement certainly applies to both Lee (suicidal and weak in his Eastern experiences) 
and Bromden (meek and unassertive in both the dominant white world and the urbanized 
constructs of a mental institution). Kesey also rejects the kind of pessimism expressed by 
Sherwood, the kind that admits defeat at the outset, even if it is ultimately inevitable. 
78 
Kesey once said he gets weary of people 'who use pessimism to avoid being 
responsible for all the problems in our culture. A man who says, we're on the 
road to disaster, is seldom trying to wrench the wheel away from the driver. I 
prefer the troublemaker. He tells them he doesn't like the way they're running 
the show, that he thinks he could do better, that the fact is he's going to try!' 
(qtd. in Tanner 50) 
However, even though the aforementioned quotation is attractive in both its spirit and in the 
way it presents a kind of template for better living, there are still certain issues that cannot be 
easily overlooked. In some instances, the same kind of tragic collateral damage arises out of 
freedom and rebellion that exists in the current repressive institutions that Kesey maligns. 
Thus, freeing one's self of a systemic way of life is not necessarily a cure to freeing one's 
self of certain problematic situations. These problems - and the libertarian expression they 
seem to promote - will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four - The Problems of Individuality and the Libertarian Ideal 
Individual action, despite being trumpeted by Kesey, may still have its share of 
unanticipated and unwelcome consequences. Freedom of action is not always an idyllic 
proposition and its potential for tragedy must be examined. For instance, two deaths occur in 
Cuckoo's Nest that are a direct result of McMurphy's actions. He briefly turns his back on the 
men after one of the orderlies reveals to him that Nurse Ratched has the authority to keep him 
institutionalized as long as she sees fit. His initial desire for self-preservation momentarily 
causes him to obey her rules, in the hopes that he will soon be freed. However, the seeds of 
his early rebelliousness have already taken hold of the men, and his momentary abandonment 
of them has a devastating effect. Cheswick, upset that McMurphy is no longer standing up 
for their growing desire for independence, drowns himself in the pool in a fit of despair. By 
"pulling the men out of the fog," McMurphy has "increased their vulnerability" (37). Such 
vulnerability is again demonstrated later on, with the incident involving Billy Bibbit. 
McMurphy sets him up with the prostitute, Candy, thereby allowing Billy to lose his virginity 
and, in the process, overcome his meekness and feelings of inferiority. The discovery of his 
'manhood' is evidenced by the disappearance of his stutter. But it is only momentary; when 
Nurse Ratched discovers him with Candy, she "proceeds to barrage him with recriminations 
until the old habit patterns of guilt and dependence are reawakened" (Leeds 41). Both Billy's 
mother and Nurse Ratched had taught him to feel shame for desiring a woman. Nurse 
Ratched quickly re-establishes this shame, his stutter returns and, in a moment of panic and 
despair, he too commits suicide, by cutting his throat with a scalpel. As unstable as Cheswick 
and Billy are, one cannot say that such an incident would not have eventually occurred in the 
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future regardless of McMurphy's presence, but there is no doubt that he is the catalyst behind 
the acts they eventually perpetrate on themselves. He has forced them to recognize the reality 
of their situation, one which they find untenable as a result. 
Still, does this mean McMurphy's belief in individual action is worthwhile, 
considering the tragedies that may result from it? Barry H. Leeds believes that Kesey's 
answer to such a question is yes and that his "feeling is clear: It is better to be destroyed in 
the attempt to fight the Combine than to accept the role of rabbit for life" (43) (some may see 
this is as a question of ethics and therefore not a matter for debate in literature). As well, 
recognizing that the Combine is thwarting their attempts at self-reclamation, both Cheswick 
and Billy choose one final, ultimate act of defiance that even the Combine cannot counteract. 
They take control of their lives by ending them. This might seem to somehow coalesce with 
Sherwood's pessimism but it actually does not, because of the fact that both Cheswick and 
Billy tried, which has been McMurphy's mantra ever since he attempted, but was unable, to 
move the control panel. Nurse Ratched may place the blame for these two men's deaths 
directly on McMurphy, but she and the Combine are the ones who have laid the groundwork 
for it through years of repression and fear. Leeds notes that, at the end of the novel, Bromden 
tries on McMurphy's hat but it does not fit him because it is too small. He experiences shame 
at this moment because "he knows that McMurphy has taught him that one must find one's 
own identity" (42). Cheswick and Billy, victimized by the repeated, corrosive indoctrinations 
of the Combine, are perhaps now too weak to find their own way through life, so they define 
- and therefore find - themselves through death. From a libertarian perspective, which will 
soon be discussed, freedom is "synonymous with choice . . . and the development of the 
'inner self as represented by the mind and conscience" (McKercher 255). Cheswick and 
Billy achieve freedom through their choice. 
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Whereas the suicides in Cuckoo's Nest symbolize a refusal to accept the forces of 
oppression upon one's self, suicide in Great Notion is treated as a "form of weakness and 
giving up" (Tanner 67). Suicide is equated with the surrender of the self, with giving up and 
with self-created weakness. The choice to fight or run/give up is "emphasized by a recurrent 
symbol pattern . . . echoed in the novel's epigraph" (Leeds 73), which quotes the following 
lyrics from the song "Goodnight Irene," by Huddie Ledbetter and John A. Lomax: 
"Sometimes I live in the country, / Sometimes I live in the town / Sometimes I get a great 
notion / to jump into the river... an' drown." However, although the 'great notion' of the 
song is suicide, the context in which to interpret the novel's title is less straightforward and 
more layered. The 'great notion' could ironically be referring to the impulsive and literal act 
of suicide, but more broadly refers to the ability to fight, to see something through to its 
conclusion, to demonstrate that "[t]he will to live is achieved through defiance" (Safer 231). 
This individual defiance, as exemplified by Hank's attempt to meet his logging contract with 
Wakonda Pacific, is best understood from the perspective of the Oregon setting, of the never-
ending rain, of the unceasing sameness of weather, day in and day out. Consider the scene in 
the novel's beginning in which the union president, Draeger, confronts Viv in the saloon, 
bewildered as to why Hank would commit such an alienating act as attempting to fulfil his 
contract when it will surely result in bitter acrimony and a collective denunciation of him on 
behalf of the town. Viv's response is indirect. She tells Draeger of the difficult, unyielding 
winters, all of them the same. "And you must go through one of these winters to have some 
notion" (14). The implication is that Hank is defying the omnipresent sameness of the region, 
of the weather, the union, the people, and the town, through his actions. This in itself may 
seem 'suicidal'; it certainly does to Draeger, who believes that all men ultimately act out of a 
desire to be loved and accepted by their peers. He believes that "Love and all its complicated 
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ramifications . . . actually does conquer all; Love - or the Fear of Not Having It, or the Worry 
about Not Having Enough of It, or the Terror of Losing it - certainly does conquer all" (10). 
Draeger is ultimately bewildered by Hank's rejection of this so-called desire for love that 
everyone is supposed to have. Hank's actions will destroy whatever goodwill he may have 
had in the town, but to him this is preferable to the alternative, which is dreary, dull 
conformity. Hank's great notion is to abandon all thoughts of such love, which is as bland 
and commonplace as the herd mentality from which it springs. As well, the title also likely 
has meaning in the context of Lee's story, in that he abandons his thoughts of suicide, for the 
greater notion of joining Hank at the novel's end. For Kesey, the 'great notion' is to battle 
such conformity while simultaneously to be conscious of the potentially unpleasant results. 
The shift in perspective between Cuckoo's Nest and Great Notion, as it pertains to 
suicide, is because the latter novel is concerned with the expression of the self/or the self, 
rather than for the group. Hank is indifferent about showing the town an individualistic way 
to live. He defines himself through independence and that is enough. When Willard 
Eggleston, owner of the town's movie theatre and Laundromat, experiences a downturn in 
business because of the strike, he can no longer provide for his illegitimate son, to whom he 
sends money on a monthly basis. He blames Hank for all his problems and calls him to tell 
him that he is going to commit suicide and that Hank will have to live with his act. Hank's 
response is one of dismissiveness and disgust because, in regard to suicide, "[tjhat's the one 
thing that everybody in the world can do, ain't it, Willard? Is die . . . living is the hassle" 
(465). When Willard does die, it is in a ridiculous, accidental car wreck, but the news of it 
leaves Hank with a feeling of guilt because he suspects that the accident was indeed 
deliberate. He is "able to look back and give reasons and all" for what happened, "but all that 
still don't do much toward making a man proud of what happened because of them reasons" 
(472). This is perhaps comparable to McMurphy's feelings about Billy's death, though 
McMurphy is less introspective in his reaction and much more ferocious in his response. For 
McMurphy there is a tangible entity to attack. For Hank, he has no one to look to but himself. 
But Hank moves on, realizing that there is nothing to be done for what has already happened 
and that days like the one in which Willard dies are "best forgotten" (474). Kesey's stance is 
that to blame someone or something for your troubles is a weak and unacceptable response to 
reality. The constant occurrence of rain in the novel symbolizes this belief. In Oregon, it falls 
constantly and is a drain on everyone's spirits and one should recognize this that it affects 
everyone. No particular individual can lay claim to having a monopoly on it and, by 
extension, the world's troubles. You ignore this fact, then "you'll be mouthin' the barrel of 
your twelve-gauge the way Evert Petersen at Mapleton did last year, or samplin' snailkiller 
the way both the Meirwold boys did" (400). The challenges of life are part of everyone's 
existence. Hank can feel guilt and responsibility for others' actions, but Kesey suggests that 
Hank's strength is that he can move past such incidents. Ultimately, Hank's feelings of regret 
are not productive and he is not responsible for what others do. 
This aforementioned sentiment (or seeming lack of sentiment) can be traced to Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, who in his work Philosophy of Right, discusses the moral question 
of where one's responsibilities lie if one's actions, via a "freely acting will" (80), have 
unintended consequences: 
The will's r ight. . . is to recognize as its action, and to accept responsibility for, 
only those presuppositions of the deed of which it was conscious in its aim and 
those aspects of the deed which were contained in its purpose.... 
At the same time . . . the action, as the aim posited in the external world, has 
become the prey of external forces which attach to it something totally different 
from what it is explicitly and drive it on into alien and distant consequences. 
Thus the will has the right to repudiate the imputation of all consequences 
except the first, since it alone was purposed. (80) 
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Kesey expresses thoughts that are in harmony with the aforementioned quotation; he feels 
that the "freely acting will" - and the rebelliousness and revolutionary acts so often 
associated with it - is defined by a kind of authorial intent. What one intends to do is where 
the subsequent act (stemming from that intention) derives both its importance and singularity 
of meaning: 
Well, I think that either sticking a leg in a pair of bell-bottoms or loading a 
cannister [sic] into an anti-aircraft weapon may or may not be a revolutionary 
act. This is only known at the center of the man doing the act. And there is 
where the revolution must lie, at the seat of the act's impetus, so that finally 
every action, every thought and prayer, springs from the committed center. 
(Garage Sale 218) 
Thus, to feel lasting guilt over the tragic, self-inflicted actions of others would be an 
erroneous way of thinking for the likes of Hank and McMurphy, since their own actions were 
never executed with the purpose of causing harm to others. Such a mindset is applicable to 
Henry as well; his intention when he married Myra and brought her back from the East was 
to sire more children and to have a wife to complete the Stamper family. However, in such an 
oppressive wilderness environment Myra mentally weakens to the point that, even on her 
return back East, she is still unable to cope, and jumps out her apartment window, ending her 
life. Henry may be a callous, insensitive man who was incapable or unwilling to try and fill 
the "hollow" loneliness that Myra described herself as inherently possessing (34), but he 
cannot be expected (if one adheres to Hegel's and Kesey's view in this instance) to feel guilt 
over her death because he in no way intended such consequences to occur. When his first 
wife died prematurely, his thoughts were that the "dead's dead . . . get 'em in the ground and 
look to the live ones" (32) and this attitude continues after Myra's death. His view is both 
pragmatic and practical, insofar as he refuses to buckle under life's tragedies. Ultimately, if 
one is to follow through with the belief that one should not be held responsible for other 
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people's lives, then one is moving into the terrain of a libertarian ideology, even though 
Kesey's characters are sometimes distinctly at odds with it. Author Robert Stone has referred 
to Kesey (with whom he was good friends) as a "libertarian shaman" (88). And, in a 1992 
interview, Chip Brown also noted that "Kesey's libertarian notions about what people should 
be allowed to put in their bodies [remain]... bracingly unhedged" (162). Such an attitude is, 
by extension, an unyielding belief in the self as the ruler of the self and this belief is evident 
in Kesey's works. 
John Hospers defines libertarianism as the doctrine wherein "every person is the 
owner of his own life, and that no one is the owner of anyone else's life" (3). Because of this, 
"every human being has the right to act in accordance with his own choices, unless those 
actions infringe on the equal liberty of other human beings to act in accordance with their 
choices (3). There can be little argument that the personal ideology of Kesey's characters 
runs parallel to the first part of Hospers' definition. But in terms of the latter half of the 
definition, there are clear inconsistencies, in that Kesey's characters act with little regard for 
their fellow citizens, particularly in Great Notion. Hank's actions create detrimental 
economic conditions for the majority of the town and the union members, a fact that he 
wholly disregards. One could say he is acting from a libertarian standpoint in that he is not 
disregarding the rights of the individual but is rather, through those actions, condemning "the 
regulation of . . . [one's] personal and economic" (Boaz 3) life, which is what the union, as a 
collective and organizational construct, is doing. However, a counter-argument to this initial 
point is that Hank would continue to do what he does even if everyone in the town was non-
union and living their lives from an individual standpoint. A major aspect of libertarianism 
requires that "each person . . . [respect] the equal rights of others" (2). One should accept 
personal responsibility when one acts in the world immediately around the people one knows 
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and when the things one does have an effect on them (Murray 32). This concept is at odds 
with a Hegelian view in that, although both promote freedom of thought and action, from a 
libertarian viewpoint, one must bear the personal responsibility for one's acts, no matter what 
the outcome. Hank, however, is not particularly concerned with the well-being of others. He 
would still be trying to fulfil his logging contract, because that is his choice, but a great deal 
of the townspeople would likely still suffer on an individual basis, because he would still 
have a monopoly on the lumber that was being delivered to the logging company. Thus, 
Hank disregards his fellow man, from a libertarian perspective, since libertarians "want 
cooperation and voluntary association to be the 'institutional' expressions of individuality" 
(McKercher 60). Draeger tells Hank that there is a certain expectation of loyalty placed on 
each individual in society, a "true patriotism," a "selfless, openhearted, humane concern" to 
those fellow human beings in need of one's help {Notion 363). But Hank will have none of it. 
His response is simultaneously a declaration of patriotism and a fierce denunciation of a 
phony ideal of'good will towards men': 
I'm just as concerned as the next guy, just as loyal. If we was to get into it with 
Russia I'd fight for us right down to the wire. And if Oregon was to get into it 
with California I'd fight for Oregon. But if somebody - Biggy Newton or the 
Woodworker's Union or anybody - gets into it with me, then I'm for me! When 
the chips are down, I'm my own patriot. I don't give a goddam the other guy is 
my own brother wavin' the American flag and singing the friggin' 'Star 
Spangled Banner'! (363) 
But does this necessarily make Kesey's view inconsistent with pure libertarianism or 
is libertarianism itself inconsistent? One must ask such a question since the idea of a 
harmonious coalescence between individual rights and the pursuance of "one's own life in 
concert with others" (McKercher 61) seems like a problematic ideal. Richard Cornuelle 
writes that one of the "gaping holes" of libertarianism is that it provides no "very distinct... 
vision of community" (364) and it is this "lack of a coherent, comprehensive vision of 
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voluntary community [that] has forced" them "into an individualist emphasis" (370). David 
Boaz disagrees, stating that the "great insight of libertarian social analysis is that order in 
society arises spontaneously, out of the actions of thousands or millions of individuals who 
coordinate their actions with those of others in order to achieve their purposes" (16). These 
latter comments are consistent with Turner's belief that "civilization began over and over 
again on the edge of the wilderness, putting successive generations through the same 
transforming discipline" (Hofstadter 4). Boaz's comments also include the belief that "the 
most important institutions in human society - language, law, money, and markets - all 
developed spontaneously, without central direction" (16-17). Such a belief is, again, 
consistent with Turner. Turner felt that in the shaping of America's social institutions, the 
Old World social structure did little more than provide the "roots . . . from which a new 
departure could be taken" (Pierson 17), with the frontier being "the most important single 
influence in factoring that new departure" (17). While Kesey believes that frontier traditions, 
values, and individualistic attitudes are what make a successful society, his view of 
community, from a libertarian perspective, remains somewhat contradictory. At least this is 
the case in Great Notion. If Hank was working with others to achieve a collective purpose 
then he would be part of the union, or at least a group mindset, which to him is intolerable. 
For Hank, there is no conception of group individualism; such an idea is oxymoronic and 
compromising. Hank sees no inherent solution in voluntarily being a communal spirit and so 
his focus remains locked into the 'individualist emphasis,' whereby "each individual is 
responsible for his or her own survival and flourishing" (Epstein 49). However, he has no 
problem working with his family to achieve what he himself has set out to achieve, so he is 
not necessarily one to discourage a collective unit at all costs. It is only when the community 
threatens to thwart his self-interest that he abandons it as a necessity. 
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Cuckoo's Nest, by way of contrast, offers a more palatable view of libertarianism. 
McMurphy's actions are free and tangible extensions of his individual will and they are also 
(eventually) acted upon with the view of bettering the collective: the men who have been 
psychically crushed by the Combine's oppressive regime. One of the more demonstrable 
contradictions that the novel does exhibit in regards to the libertarian worldview is when 
McMurphy eventually attacks Nurse Ratched, physically strangling her. Since the belief that 
"[n]o one has the right to initiate aggression against the person or property of anyone else" 
(Boaz 74) is a bedrock of libertarian ideology, one can argue that McMurphy runs afoul of 
this through his violent outburst. However, libertarianism does not eschew the use of 
retaliatory force "to punish those who have violated rights of others, to rectify an injury, or 
even to prevent imminent injury from another person" (75). McMurphy's act can be viewed 
as retaliatory in that he is attempting to avenge the rights of Billy, which have been violated 
by Nurse Ratched. Nurse Ratched, knowing that her authority is on the point of being 
irrevocably undermined if she does not restore it now, attacks the weak link in the chain of 
rebellion. She brings down "order and authority, in all their nightmarish power" (Barnses 
422) upon Billy, which leads to his suicide in a fit of panicked despair. Nurse Ratched is 
employing a Leninist theme in this attack of the 'weakest link,' since "anyone who wants to 
control a given situation will look out for a weak point" and once aware of what that weak 
point is, he or she can use it to make the opposing power "precarious" and vulnerable to 
collapse (Althusser, Marx 94). Hank, too, is consistent with this aspect of libertarianism in 
that he does not go out looking for a fight or to harm anyone, although he is aware that by 
going into the local saloon on a Saturday night, that confrontation is inevitable. In choosing 
to do so, Hank acknowledges that he is free; no one is controlling his life and his actions. He 
wants Lee to recognize this independence. When someone like Biggy Newton challenges 
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Hank to an inevitable bar fight, it is necessary for everyone to perceive, as Hank himself 
does, that Biggy "can whip me but he can't run me!" {Notion 340) Again, Hank's inherent 
belief in the necessity of self-definition can be labelled as libertarian, and it is also one that is 
broadly traditional and American. As Turner notes: 
All that [is] buoyant and creative in American life would be lost if [people] gave 
up the respect for the distinct personality, and variety in genius, and came to the 
dead level of common standards. To be 'socialised into an average' and placed 
'under the tutelage of the mass of u s ' . . . would be an irreparable loss. (309) 
In any event, whatever contradictions may exist in calling Kesey's worldview 
libertarian, the philosophy he espouses in his writing reveals his belief in individualism and 
his belief that no regulatory body of power has a right "to impose its will and values to the 
extent that it makes meaningful choice impossible for those most affected by the lack of 
alternatives, i.e., the working classes" (McKercher 53). Kesey rejects the two forms of State 
power, as identified by Louis Althusser: the "repressive State apparatus" (i.e. public 
governmental administrations, like the Combine) {Lenin 141) and the "ideological State 
apparatus" (private domain institutions, such as trade unions) (143). The former primarily 
operates through the use of mental and physical repression, whereas the latter primarily 
functions through the saturated espousals of a specific, smothering ideology (145), but their 
end result is the same: the achievement of a negative, deadening influence on large segments 
of society. Such forms represent why Kesey's characters run contrary to the reality of 
liberalism and cannot comfortably be defined under its tenets. Liberalism adheres to a belief 
in "governments [that seek] to transform themselves into" a form of "legitimate" authority 
that operates on behalf of the "governed" (Manicas 194). However, in "freeing" the 
governmental power of the State, more "forms of private power" crop up as a result. Thus, 
little is accomplished in the way of creating a progressive society of freedom and 
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individualism, since such privatized forms of power merely replace the State power that was 
originally maligned and viewed as socially unacceptable. 
In Sailor Song, his long-in-coming "ecology tract in the form of a sci-fi story set in 
the future" (Perry 3), Kesey may have disappointed a great many of his fans who were 
hoping for another masterpiece on a par with his first two novels, but his denunciation of any 
kind of group mentality remained boldly consistent. It was proof that the passage of time had 
not weakened the convictions on display in his earlier works. The following passage is 
particularly telling: 
A century and a half ago French philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville warned the 
world in Democracy in America that an unenlightened majority could be an 
instrument more tyrannical than anything dreamed of by European monarchy at 
its bloodiest. And as our President plays on the worst instincts of Americans to 
export our national credo - i.e., 'The Dumb is Always Righter Than the Smart 
Because There's More of Us! - Tocqueville's warning creeps irrevocably closer 
and closer to becoming fact. (260) 
Such passionate sentiments, which are all too easy to equate to the then-recent Gulf War, 
explicitly hammer home what Kesey, through his works, has been saying from the outset of 
his literary career: the majority is made up of unenlightened people whose enforced 
ignorance creates an atmosphere that allows for them to be susceptible to the will of a few. 
Kesey sees this phenomenon as something that is chillingly all-pervasive and one that hinders 
the potential for individual perception and action. Such a concept is hegemonic and therefore, 
as Raymond Williams stresses, "seen to depend for its hold not only on its expression of its 
interests of a ruling class but also on its acceptance as 'normal reality' or 'commonsense' by 
those in practice subordinated by it" (Keywords 145). As well, Althusser notes that "no class 
can hold State power over a long period without at the same time exercising [such] 
hegemony over and in the State Ideological Apparatus" (Lenin 146). Thus, in order to create 
such a paradigm, institutional power must constantly be enforcing group rule onto the 
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majority and the most effective way to do this is through means that lead to a 
homogenization of thought and a unification of action, or lack thereof. 
Michel Foucault notes that the most effective ways to create such generalized 
sameness are threefold; a given institution will "establish rhythms, impose particular 
occupations, [and] regulate the cycles of repetition" (Discipline 149). In Cuckoo's Nest, the 
men have a daily ritual of cards and monopoly and medication and their days unceasingly 
operate on a carefully implemented schedule. Bromden describes the routine of the ward 
early on in the novel: "Six-forty-five the shavers buzz and the Acutes line up in alphabetical 
order at the mirrors . . . Seven o'clock the mess hall opens . . . [for a breakfast of] cornflakes, 
bacon and eggs, toast . . . Seven-thirty back to the day room" (33-34), and so on and so forth. 
Everything is carefully orchestrated by Nurse Ratched, having been refined through years of 
practice and methods that have "steadied her and strengthened her until now she wields a 
sure power that extends in all directions and on hairlike wires" (30). To her - and by 
extension, to the Combine - a successful patient is "someone with the face of a sleepwalker 
wandering round in a simple, happy dream" (20-21). To Bromden, however, such a patient is 
"just another robot" (20). The men in the Combine thus exemplify Foucault's conception of a 
'docile body.' Therefore, "the question of who exercises power, for Foucault and for Kesey, 
is inextricably linked to the question of how power is exercised" (Pepper 472). Foucault 
states that "a body is docile that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved" 
(Discipline 136). The men in the ward certainly fall under this umbrella in that they are 
subjected to Nurse Ratched's policies of demoralizing group therapy, daily doses of 
medication, and the constant threat of electroshock therapy. Through such policies the men 
are 'improved' to become the type of non-threatening entities that she and the Combine view 
as desirable, as optimal examples of human conditioning. Conversely, organizations such as 
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unions were created to give power to those historically subjected to such organizations as the 
Combine. But in Great Notion, the union is ossified, paralyzed by inaction, and ultimately 
dispiriting in its failure to produce a better world. Unions end up being run, not by able 
working men, but by "beardless boys who learned their logging from textbooks" (373). Floyd 
Evenwrite bitterly recalls his father's disillusionment with the union's inability to create a 
workingman's Utopia and how he ended up drinking himself to death as a result (375). The 
irony of unions, as Peter T. Manicas notes, is that "the larger and better organized a group 
becomes, it becomes an oligarchy itself and invulnerable to widespread individual influence" 
and ends up functioning "through its well-protected bureaucracy, in partnership with 
corporate and government elites" (179). Power ends up being centralized into the hands of a 
few and dehumanizing for the many it is supposed to protect and assist, no matter how liberal 
and idealistic the conception of specific organizations may have initially been. 
Kesey stresses throughout Cuckoo's Nest that the glass-walled Nurses' Station is the 
locus of power, the point from which all the power in the ward originates. She is always 
looking "out through her special glass, always polished till you can't tell it's there" (34), 
sometimes not taking a break for up to "three solid hours, not even for lunch" (42). Even at 
night, when she has gone home for the day, her presence is still palpable. Bromden notes that 
though the dorm may be dark, the "white powder of light from the Nurses' Station out in the 
hall" (77) is still visible. That the Station is always in some sense visible and present 
symbolizes the overwhelming sense of dread that pervades the ward. It is the place where the 
medication is doled out and from which the music that aurally invades the ward originates. It 
is the place that generates paranoia as well. There is a "big log book" nearby and sometimes 
"when one man says something about himself that he didn't aim to let slip . . . one of his 
buddies at the table where he said it yawns and gets up and sidles over" to that big book "and 
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writes down the piece of information he heard" (19). The information is then used by Nurse 
Ratched to zero in on a man's point of weakness and use that weakness as a means of 
controlling and emotionally debilitating him. Bromden is so paranoid about the Nurses' 
Station that he feels Nurse Ratched can control the speed of the wall clock through the dials 
in the Station (70), that there is insidious machinery in the walls (55) that somehow controls 
the men, and that the medications they receive are "miniature electronic element[s]" that also 
control them. This paranoia, this fear of retribution if they somehow step out of line, is what 
keeps the men meek and orderly. The Nurses' Station functions as an effective example of a 
panopticon, a panopticon being a structure from which all points of an interior are visible. 
Though the Nurses' Station is a metaphorical panopticon, the men feel that the power of 
Nurse Ratched is both constant and "unverifiable" {Discipline 201). The ingeniousness of 
such a central source of importance is the way it insidiously forces men into regulating 
themselves. They thereby become unwilling, yet major participants in their own 
dehumanization. Foucault notes the following: 
The efficiency of power, its constraining force have, in a sense, passed over to 
the other side - to the side of its surface of application. He who is subjected to a 
field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints 
of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in 
himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he 
becomes the principle of his own subjection. (202-203) 
The Combine and its ilk are responsible for initiating and implementing imprisonment 
and regulation. This feeling becomes so concrete that the men eventually end up sanctioning 
their behaviour so that it does not contradict the expectations to which they were to told to 
adhere. In essence, they have internalized the lens of the Nurses' Station. In this sense, 
Cuckoo's Nest seems like a descendant of William S. Burroughs' Naked Lunch, albeit a 
much more coherent one. Unlike Kerouac, Burroughs often writes of a world under the 
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thumb of sinister forces; he presents an often frightening view of Cold War America, his 
tangled, non-linear prose ravings detailing a pustulent dystopia. He writes (among many 
other things) of doctors and subjects and notes that the "subject must not realize that the 
mistreatment is a deliberate attack of an anti-human enemy on his personal identity" (21). As 
well, his descriptions of a "Liquefaction program" which "involves the eventual merging of 
everyone into One Man" (146) and the idea of a "miniature radio receiver" that can be 
plugged in to control various subjects from "State-controlled transmitters" (163) strikingly 
foreshadow a good many of Kesey's themes regarding omnipresent fear, mass sameness, and 
loss of individuality in contemporary society. Hannah Arendt notes that in a totalitarian 
system (which the Combine and any system that precludes freedom are representative of) 
"every means is taken to 'stabilize' men, to make them static, in order to reduce any 
unforeseen, free or spontaneous acts that might hinder freely racing terror" (342).' 
Great Notion also taps into the paranoia that exists in those who have failed to assert 
themselves or have been taught to deny the importance of individuality. Throughout most of 
the novel, Lee is constantly assailed by the interior shrieking of an 
old and familiar friend, perhaps the oldest of all my mental Board of Directors; 
the true arbiter of all my interior negotiations and easily distinguished from all 
other members of the board . . . by his loud upper-case mandates. 'WATCH 
OUT!'he booms. (66-67) 
1
 It is interesting to note that the 1975 film version of Cuckoo's Nest has sometimes been criticized -
despite the chilling brilliance of Louise Fletcher's performance - for failing to cast an actress as 
physically imposing (and thus, recognizably totalitarian) as the Nurse Ratched of the novel. However, 
as Michael Gebert states: 
[Fletcher] is miscast, but.. . it's one of the most brilliant jobs of miscasting in history. 
It would have been easy to find actresses to play Ratched as Goering in starched white. 
But Czech emigre [director Milos] Forman understands that an evil system often comes 
with a human face, and Ratched is the nurturing, well-intentioned earth mother who 
couldn't be kinder- until you violate her sense of order, and she has to kill you. (316-
317) 
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Regardless of the innocence of the situation, this command dominates his thoughts at various 
times, in part because of his lack of self-confidence and also because of his belief that Hank 
is out to get him. The paranoia in this instance has been inverted. Lee distrusts Hank's 
individuality. Because Lee recognizes Hank as a loose cannon, he sees him as someone not 
bound by constraints, someone free to do what he will. Always suspicious, Lee assumes that 
Hank's unrestrained actions will be directed at him. However, this paranoia still has at its 
root a systemic influence. The so-called civilizing mass constraints of 'the East' have bound 
him into the role of a timid non-entity. As well, this ingrained distrust has trickled down from 
the highest echelons, in which the world's future existence seems beholden to whether or not 
"Jack comes home unexpectedly, all miffed at the steel magnates" or "Nikita has one vodka 
too many and decides what-the-hell" (435). The entire world hinges on who controls "the 
little red button . . . [a]nd this little red button makes a definite difference in our world; our 
generation, ever since we've been old enough to read, our tomorrows have been at the mercy 
of this button" (435). 2 
Ultimately, this paranoia stems from a feeling of individual powerlessness that, in 
turn, leads to an identity crisis characterized by immense self-doubt. Kesey's characters 
provide the antidote to this powerlessness, aspects that he sees as distressingly symptomatic 
of contemporary society. Certainly, Kesey is not the only literary member of his generation 
to voice the same attitude. Works "by John Barth . . . Sol Yurick, and Thomas Pynchon are 
The pervasive irony in this feeling of being obliterated by the impulsiveness of a world leader is 
demonstrated by the fact that President Harry Truman felt that same way, though his worry was that 
nuclear destruction would come from an underling. He "insisted on retaining total presidential 
authority over the atomic bomb" because, as "he explained to Secretary of Defense James Forrestal, 
he did not want to have 'some dashing lieutenant colonel decide when would be the proper time to 
drop one'" (Gaddis 107). 
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concerned with conspiracies and plots and lay bare great subterranean caves of truth, hitherto 
systematically withheld from us" (Hicks 9). Kesey's characters stand out from the 
aforementioned writers because his works are more accessible to readers. His characters are 
built upon a foundation of traditional American archetypes and the kind of rebellious 
iconoclasm that never goes out of style. 
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Conclusion - The Entrenchment of the Rebel 
As a writer, or chronicler, of the 1960s counterculture, Ken Kesey's oeuvre seems 
smaller than his outsized and compelling beliefs warrant. A number of reasons can be 
attributed to this fact, among them his "impatience with the limitations of the printed page as 
a means of communication" (Leeds 117) and a wholehearted immersion in a drug culture that 
he felt was more viable for accentuating the "immediate, even instantaneous communication" 
(117) he was seeking. The decision to shift his energies in such a direction is questionable 
and can perhaps even be deemed as simply lazy (in that it allowed him a reason to abandon 
the discipline required of one to write). Nevertheless, his decision is a determining factor in 
his meagre output. As well, he expressed a greater preoccupation to be with his family in the 
period subsequent to his 'drug years' (117), which also accounts for his literary inactivity. 
Interestingly, it should also be noted that it is not just Kesey who failed to write during this 
time, as there was, in general, "a relative paucity of fiction from" the "heady and turbulent" 
(139) decade in which he rose to fame. Jack Hicks notes that "[p]erhaps the period 1965 to 
1972 was simply a time in which other media, mainly the technologically appealing film and 
popular music, somehow proved more appropriate to our experiences" (139). 
Certainly, as the decade wore on, the prototypical rebel, espousing individualism 
through his lone wolf actions, found his most authoritative voice in the films of the time. 
Cool Hand Luke (Rosenberg 1967) features a protagonist very much parallel to those found 
in Kesey's works. Luke, as played with iconic magnetism by Paul Newman, is a prison camp 
loner with a decided mistrust and contempt for authority, which he flouts at every 
opportunity. And though Strother Martin's famous line of "What we have here is a failure to 
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communicate" is directed at Luke and his fellow inmates to stress that what the prison camp 
is doing is for their own collective good, the line also resonates from the opposing point of 
view, suggesting that the Establishment just does not understand the necessity of freedom 
and individual action. And again, similar to Cuckoo's Nest, Luke's death symbolizes hope 
and meaning for the men in the camp. Such sentiments played well in the 1960s, when 
everything institutional and collective was being questioned, from the government to the 
army to even the notion of the traditional nuclear family. There was such a voracious 
audience for this type of worldview in the movies of the time that even the Establishment 
was anti-Establishment. In Bullitt (Yates 1968), Steve McQueen plays the 'ultra-cool' title 
character, a taciturn police detective, a man of action who operates according to a code that is 
both traditional and individualistic, but a giant sneer in the face of a corrupt world. When 
power-hungry politician Robert Vaughn tells him that "integrity is something you sell to the 
public" and that "careers are made" by 'greasing your own wheels,' so to speak, through 
connections and compromise, McQueen rejects such overtures in favour of doing his own 
thing, which also happens to be, according to him, the right thing. As a result, his actions 
alienate him from an interrelated network of cronyism and self-interest. 
As the decade ended, the perception that organizational corruption and bureaucratic 
inaction had fused into one large conglomeration of both governmental and criminal factions 
amplified and, as a result, the individualism shown became more extreme, but no less 
popular. In Walking Tall (Karlson 1973) Joe Don Baker plays a bat-wielding sheriff who 
fights widespread corruption with bloodletting visceral physicality, and in Dirty Harry 
(Siegel 1971) Clint Eastwood plays a cop who is defined as a rogue merely because he 
disregards a system of ineffective laws in order to get a psychopath who is terrorizing San 
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Francisco. At the end of the film, Eastwood disgustedly tosses his badge into a pond, 
suggesting that the system is broken, and only the individual can fix it. 
There is some irony in that the collective experience of movie-going was fulfilling a 
discontented generation's desire for individualism, pragmatism, and freedom. In any event, 
Kesey's novels point the way for the feelings that exploded onto the American social scene in 
the latter half of the 1960s and translated themselves into the aforementioned films, among 
many others. Though this aspect of individualism resonated strongly with the counterculture 
with which Kesey is so often associated, he really is not a radical when it comes to his core 
beliefs. Stephen L. Tanner notes that his novels are defined by "essentially conservative 
values" (140) and that "the distinctive quality of his career" has to do with the fact that 
"nineteenth-century rural western attitudes and values are blended with those of twentieth-
century urban radicalism" (140). This blending is expressed in the original way in which he 
presents his themes, from the inspired decision to have a paranoid Native American narrate 
Cuckoo's Nest through a fog of hallucinations and memories, to the multiple, shifting of 
points of view in Great Notion. Indeed, the latter novel, because of its intricate and circular 
structure, moments of Brechtian self-reflexivity (i.e., the way Kesey breaks from the 
narrative to instruct the reader how to approach the novel), and vivid descriptions, ultimately 
stands as his greatest, richest achievement and should be recognized and re-appraised as 
such. Granville Hicks, in his review of the novel, notes that Kesey "has succeeded in 
suggesting the complexity of life and the absence of any absolute truth" (21-22). It is a novel 
that expresses both the spontaneity and immediacy of life and suggests the cinematic 
possibilities of literary expression in its frequent use of crosscutting between the characters' 
various actions and thoughts. 
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Still, despite his revisionist techniques, Kesey's works will always primarily remain 
updated extensions of the frontier mythology that Americans greatly cherish. Tanner notes 
that "Americans perhaps have never been as individualistic, self-reliant, and in tune with our 
nature as our myths and traditions makes us out to be; but we certainly pride those qualities 
in our rhetoric" (141). Richard Slotkin's analysis of these same myths also provides, in many 
instances, reasons as to why Kesey's prose has lasting resonance. Like the mythology of the 
West, Kesey optimistically provides the message that "despite the closing down of old 
Frontiers, America remains the place in which youthful ambition and the urge for freedom 
can still successfully play off against authority; and where authority . . . paradoxically 
encourages the freedom it checks" (511). Kesey's beliefs can perhaps best be summed up by 
a statement made by his friend Ken Babbs, (Tanner 53) which is included early on in a 
passage in Great Notion: the need to be in a situation " . . . Where . . . There Is Elbow Room 
For A Man To Be As Big And Important As He Feels It Is In Him To Be" (21). 
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